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Abstract 
Teaching British Culture through Literature in the ELT Classroom 
This master’s thesis focuses on the concept of culture, specifically British culture, and how it can 
be taught in the ELT classroom. It explores different approaches to teaching culture and their 
difficulties, finally concluding that using literature can be a very effective approach. The thesis 
discusses why literature is important and moves on to guidelines for selecting appropriate texts. 
At the end of the theoretical part it explores the difficulties of cross-cultural reading of literature 
and suggestions on how to bridge the cultural gap. The practical part introduces the selection 
process of a novel for whole-class reading and the ideas behind the structure of the lessons. 
Finally, it presents five lesson plans and corresponding lesson materials created for the selected 
novel, Raven Black by Ann Cleeves.  
 




Poučevanje britanske kulture z literaturo v razredu TJA 
Magistrsko delo se osredotoča na pojem kulture, predvsem britanske, in kako jo lahko 
poučujemo v tujejezikovnem razredu. Raziskuje različne pristope k poučevanju kulture in težave, 
ki jih ti prinašajo, dokler ne zaključi, da je uporaba avtentične literature lahko zelo učinkovit 
pristop. V magistrskem delu ugotavljamo, zakaj je literatura pomembna in kakšni so kriteriji za 
izbiranje primernih besedil. V zadnjem delu teoretičnega dela raziskujemo težave, ki se pojavijo 
z medkulturnim branjem literature in kako lahko premostimo kulturno vrzel. Praktični del 
predstavi proces izbiranja romana za skupno branje in ideje, na katerih temelji zgradba učnih ur. 
Končno predstavi pet učnih priprav in pripadajoča učna gradiva, ki so bili ustvarjeni za izbrano 
delo Raven Black, avtorice Ann Cleeves.  
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The importance of teaching culture in schools is becoming continuously more pronounced, with 
some calling culture the fifth skill (Kovács 2017: 74). This master thesis explores what culture 
actually is and how to integrate it into the ELT classroom. The main focus is on the British culture 
and its many quirks, from stoicism to sarcasm and the bringing of hostess gifts. It showcases 
several ways of introducing culture to students and argues that a very effective approach consists 
of teaching culture through literature. Arguing for the use of literature and its main benefits is 
what the following part focuses on, with a special focus on the selection of text and how to make 
sure the text is not only appropriate for the students, but also interesting and as such motivating 
by itself.   Lastly, the theoretical part explores the challenges of cross-cultural reading and offers 
different techniques for overcoming them with a student-focused approach.  
 
The practical part presents the chosen novel, Raven Black by Ann Cleeves, and gives the 
argumentation for the selection and its suitability for students aged 17 to 18. This award-winning 
novel is not only intriguing and captivating, but it also features characters similar in age to the 
students and has a television series counterpart that can be used to additionally motivate the 
students or add variety to the lessons. The argumentation is followed by lesson plans for several 
lessons, all focused on the novel and the cultural points that can be found within. The idea is to 
show that each teacher can adapt a chosen book for teaching purposes and can teach foreign 
culture through authentic literary texts.   
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II Theoretical part 
 
1 What is culture 
 
The definition of culture is much debated and has many different alterations, but it can be seen 
as the integrated pattern of human knowledge, beliefs and behaviour that is transmitted to 
succeeding generations. There are different types and studies of culture, and it is impossible to 
expect a language teacher to be an expert in theory of culture. However, teachers should be 
aware that culture is a much broader concept than holidays and songs that may be mentioned 
sporadically in the curriculum. It is also present in different uses of linguistic forms, and it can be 
said that language and culture are inseparable (Kovács 2017: 75). There seems to be a connection 
between the language spoken by a group and the members of the group. They identify 
themselves with the help of accents, vocabulary and speech patterns. Being a member of a group 
is a point of pride, and while many believe that these groups are mostly based on race, it appears 
language is the more defining factor (Kramsch 1998: 66). Teachers must therefore be aware that 
there is no culture without language, and no active language without culture, as well as realising 
culture depends on more than nationality.  
 
There are two types of culture content that can be taught in schools: big C culture and little c 
culture. What we consider big C culture is, in fact, a humanistic concept that encompasses the 
history, literature, arts, and institutions of a community. If these are taught alongside the 
language, the cultural points are encompassed in the language learnt and give the learner a sense 
of belonging. However, if the learner already belongs to another culture with different values 
and moral codes, learning and internalising the foreign culture’s notions of good and bad can be 
exceedingly difficult. In contrast, little c culture emerged with the communicative language 
teaching and teaches culture from a more pragmatic approach. It focuses on culture as a way of 
life, including but not limited to everyday life, social interactions, communication, behaviour, 
eating habits, values and beliefs (Kovács 2017: 76). It seems best to try and integrate both 
cultures into the classrooms that students gain a broad perspective and understanding of the 
foreign culture. Another thing to remember is that one language does not mean one culture, 
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therefore teaching “English” culture as all-including is a mistake that should be avoided at all 
costs. Students should be made aware that within the English language, there are many different 
cultures that differ greatly and that with English becoming a worldwide language, the cultures it 
includes are changing dramatically. 
 
1.1 British culture 
 
It is obvious that culture has many components that are tightly interconnected, but this may be 
even truer for British culture. British stands for someone or something that belongs to the United 
Kingdom of Great Britain and Northern Ireland (UK), a country that includes England, Scotland, 
Wales and Northern Ireland. Four different nations with four vastly different national identities 
are thus united under one monarch, government and parliament, and while it seems that they 
differ only by their accents, their individual customs and social expectations are the result of 
different histories and heritage (Evanson 2020).  While some customs might mainly belong to 
one nation (such as kilts for Scots), all of these are encompassed in the term British culture. It is 
important to note that British people give much importance to their origin, which is why the 
safest way to classify them is as British, unless they divulge their identity. Scots, Welsh and Irish 
people are especially aware of their identities outside of being British, while the English are 
accepting of being interchangeably called either due to the misbelief that England equals Britain. 
This belief is strongly encouraged by London being the main city for both political and cultural 
activities in Britain, causing the pervasion of Englishness. It is also important to note that the UK 
is becoming increasingly multicultural, with large populations of migrants and their children living 
in most cities, doubtlessly influencing the British culture and its evolution daily (Evanson 2020).  
 
A powerful divider of people in all spheres of life is the well-known class system. While it is slowly 
becoming less conscious and dividing, it still remains integral in shaping one’s identity and their 
core beliefs. The division between classes used to be defined mostly by people’s occupation (e.g. 
white collar vs. blue collar), however, today it is more connected to schooling, upbringing and 
social orientations. Some of the division still present stems from the accents, as a posh accent 
indicated a wealthy upbringing in private schools, while regional accents are still strongly 
 4 
 
associated with the working class. The elite of British society are usually a part of aristocracy and 
inheritor of old money, which is why many of the working class look upon them with mistrust 
and have little desire to rise on the ladder. Today, the majority of the UK’s population is 
considered to be middle class, living relatively comfortably and having secondary or tertiary 
education (Evanson 2020). 
 
Bragging and boasting are considered distasteful and are often ridiculed, which is why well-off 
people usually do not point out their wealth or achievements. Despite the social stratification 
due to the class system, the British believe in fair play and equal opportunities in becoming better 
regardless of their background and upbringing. They also respect order and despise cheaters, 
believing everyone must wait their turn and put in the hard work needed. This translates into 
good working habits, which in turn create a sense of belonging and solidarity in the UK. The British 
are proud that their country is built upon generations of hard work, earning a reputation of 
remaining stoic through tough times and working diligently no matter the circumstances 
(Evanson 2020). This resulted in several idioms that perfectly describe their mannerisms, such as 
to keep a stiff upper lip and grin and bear it. The British are notorious for keeping their emotions 
hidden and only complaining in private, which perfectly corresponds to their mostly reserved 
natures. Complaining or giving negative feedback is considered uncouth in public and is only done 
in private or very, very politely. One well-known aspect of British culture is humour, which is used 
quite often to either lighten the mood, establish rapport and even present criticism in one of the 
few acceptable ways. British humour may seem rather harsh at times, as they make fun of 
everything: themselves, politics, religion, the Queen and everything in between (Evanson 2020). 
Their humour is often laced with understatement, just as the everyday speech, and many 
foreigners have trouble recognising the meaning. For example, the word quite has a completely 
different meaning in British English than in American – while the latter means completely, the 
former means fairly. A British sentence She’s is quite pretty is therefore not a compliment at all, 




Despite their indifferent masks, the British have fairly informal greetings in social settings, 
oftentimes using first names when introducing themselves. A common greeting can be either a 
polite nod or a handshake, however close friends may hug or kiss cheeks. When meeting 
someone British for the first time, it is best to ask about their nationality as to not mistake them 
for, for example, English when they are Scottish. Considering they are very private, asking many 
questions upon meeting is often considered prying and impolite, which is why it is best to stick 
to stock questions. Likewise, putting someone on the spot is considered very rude. There are also 
several etiquette rules that most British people follow, including always saying “please” and 
“excuse me”. Spitting is considered bad manners, as is skipping the queue – the British love their 
queues and wait in lines patiently. When visiting a British person’s house, being early is 
considered bad manners while being up to 15 minutes late is acceptable. The guests should 
always be invited and bring token gifts (such as wine or chocolate) for the hosts. Some parts of 
the house may remain off-limits out of privacy, and guest should take care to not overstay their 
welcome (Evanson 2020).  
 
When it comes to communication, the British prefer indirect communication, their speech 
patterns often requiring the recipient to read between the lines. This is done as to avoid upsetting 
others with direct messages that are considered impolite. Self-depreciation has already been 
mentioned, yet it can be added that foreigners may also make jokes about themselves in a similar 
manner but must be careful to not find such jokes too funny, as it can be seen as insulting. The 
British usually keep their faces serious, which is a two-edged sword, as they could be either 
offended or having fun with the same facial expression. They like their personal space and anyone 
standing closer than an arm’s length away is considered aggressive, but they are comfortable 
touching people they know well – an example of this backslapping, which is very common among 
friends. Staring and prolonged eye contact make people uncomfortable, which is why it is best to 
make direct eye contact that breaks every now and then (Evanson 2020).  
 
British culture is the result of decades of different political, cultural and national decisions, and 
has been marked by war, imperialism and later the loss of colonies (Besart 2019). There is only 
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so much than can be learned about it and the people through books, which is why it is important 
to warn students that habits are oftentimes different in real interactions than on the paper. 
Regardless, some ideas are best taught beforehand and can at the very least prevent a foreigner 
from unintentionally insulting their hosts and other people they meet.  
 
2 Teaching culture 
 
The main question when teaching culture is to what degree culture should be integrated with 
other materials as well as which cultural aspects should be taught. Whether culture is considered 
to be a secondary or a primary goal with high degree of integration, the teaching of culture should 
always be carefully planned. The materials and activities must be prepared with the same care 
as language materials and activities, which prevents the teaching of culture to be either sporadic 
and/or erratic. In addition to that, cultural components should be tested just as all others, so that 
the students do not assume the attitude that cultural knowledge is unimportant and treat it as a 
“bonus content” (Lafayette 1978: 9).  
 
2.1 Selecting cultural goals 
 
With how broadly culture is defined and the many aspects it encompasses, it is very important 
the teacher chooses the cultural goals they wish to teach to their students. Lafayette (1978: 1) 
comments that most teaching of culture is erratic, with teachers that are “face[ed] with a 
numbing overchoice in which aspects of culture to teach, pressed to teach language in less time 
than seems humanly possible, and poorly assisted by their training and texts”. While his book is 
now over forty years old, it seems these difficulties are still present and have not been sufficiently 
addressed. Even the national curriculum is rather vague when it comes to cultural competences, 
as it states that students should develop some ability to communicate with foreigners according 
to their social rules (Eržen et al. 2008: 12), however the way to accomplishing this is unclear. 
When teachers are allowed to choose their own coursebooks, they can choose those that include 
a cultural focus section, but even cultural sections in coursebooks are usually extremely limited 




To ease the difficulties surrounding the selection of cultural goals, the latter can be grouped into 
five categories.  
 
The first group of goals can be called Culture with the capital C, which includes historical, 
aesthetic and geographical components. The goals of this group are: 1. to recognise/interpret 
major geographical features of the target country; 2. to recognise/interpret major aesthetic 
monuments of the target culture, such as literature, architecture, and fine arts; 3. to 
recognise/interpret major historical events pertaining to the target country (Lafayette 1978: 2).  
The second group can be called “culture with a small c” and deals with the teaching of everyday 
active cultural patterns that students need to properly function in the active foreign environment 
as well as passive cultural patterns that improve their understanding of the target culture. The 
goals of this group can be divided as follows: 1. to recognise/interpret everyday cultural patterns, 
such as eating, shopping, and greeting people; 2. to recognise/interpret passive everyday cultural 
patterns, such as politics, education, and marriage customs; 3. to act appropriately in everyday 
interactions and situations; 4. to use appropriate common gestures (Lafayette 1978:  2). The goals 
of the second group are much more applicable to everyday life in a foreign country than the goals 
of the first group, however both are necessary for blending into a foreign society as well as 
possible.  
 
The third group deals with the studying of foreign cultures and is best used with advanced 
learners. Its goals are: 1. to evaluate the validity of foreign culture generalisation; 2. to develop 
skills to research foreign culture (Lafayette 1978: 2). These skills are particularly useful for 
students planning to study or live in a foreign country, as it teaches them to let go of preconceived 
notions and gives them tools to do their own meaningful research into target culture.  
The fourth group has a single goal that represents the ideal affective objective that can only be 
achieved in combination with goals from other groups: 1. to value different people and societies. 
The final group consists of goals that are focused on the fact that one language may link various 
cultures and ethnic population that live within them. The goals are: 1. to recognise/interpret the 
culture of foreign language-related ethnic groups; 2. to recognise/interpret the culture of 
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additional countries that speak the foreign language (Lafayette 1978: 2). Even if the teacher 
decides to mainly focus on, for example, British culture, it is important they point out the 
differences or similarities taught culture has in comparison with other English-speaking countries, 
for example the Unites States of America, Canada, Australia etc. Regardless, this comparison 
must not overwhelm the student and the information they receive about the primarily taught 
culture, and lengthy focus on more than one culture can be impractical as students tend to mix 
things up.  
 
The list of goals discussed above set only the most basic of guidelines for teachers when they are 
deciding which goals to pursue in class. Goals from different groups can be used depending on 
the goal and focus of the course and the students attending, and the teacher should not be afraid 
to choose just one goal from a group because it aligns with their goals. Most goals can be tailored 
to either beginner (only recognising) or advanced (also interpreting) learners (Lafayette 1978: 3), 
however teachers must realise that the possibilities are numerous, not only in regard to the 
chosen goals, but also the combinations of difficulty of different goals.  
 
2.2 Integrating culture 
 
The teaching of culture can be easily integrated into all components of language learning with 
some preparation and a clear idea of selected goals. From the practical point of view, integrating 
culture into a language-based course is the best, especially when considering the available 
materials and teacher training. Despite this, the task is not easy if the cultural components are to 
represent an important part of the course, as there is much work to be done to implement the 
suggestions discussed below (Lafayette 1978: 12). While some textbooks now proudly sport a 
culture corner, the materials provided are often insufficient and the teacher must supplement 
them with their own work.  
 
Integrating culture into vocabulary material changes the way vocabulary is taught. Instead of 
isolated clusters, the teacher must put each word into a meaningful language context, which 
must be supported by its cultural connotation in that specific contexts. The teacher may group 
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vocabulary items into culture clusters, providing an opportunity to either discus a culture point 
or reinforce a previously learned one. Ideally, these clusters are taught alongside the native 
culture, so that the students can compare the two and point out any differences or similarities. 
Another important point is the pronunciation, as the teacher should strive to mimic the taught 
language’s proper cadence (Lafayette 1978: 13). When introducing new vocabulary, the teacher 
should point out any discrepancies in meaning between the mother and foreign languages when 
they exist to further reinforce the foreign culture points. Similarly, adding cultural components 
to teaching grammar can be done without much trouble. Instead of focusing only on the language 
component, teachers can give students grammar practicing exercises that are placed in the 
cultural contexts, thus introducing cultural components alongside grammar (Lafayette 1978: 14).  
 
Without doubt, communication skills are the ones that should have cultural components added 
on a frequent basis. After all, while we use language as a medium to convey messages, the real 
message is contained within culture. The use of language is not as important as knowing when, 
how, where and with whom to use it, as just learning the correct linguistic elements is of little 
use without the knowledge of usage. One way of integrating culture into communication is to 
use authentic cultural audio tapes for practicing listening understanding, familiarising the 
students with different accents, proper pronunciation and cadence. Often, dialogues in the 
textbook can be adapted to allow for open-ended activities that demand students show their 
knowledge of cultural elements. Depending on the age of the students, role-playing activities or 
whole-class activities (such as playing Marketplace), can easily ease students into proper 
communication habits, while presentations and interviews of native speakers (or the teacher, if 
they are knowledgeable enough) can provide additional cultural points or check the students’ 
acquisition of knowledge while also focusing of practicing communication (Lafayette 1978: 15).  
 
With carefully chosen texts with suitable cultural content, reading is the simplest way to include 
cultural aspects in the classroom. Still, the text must be selected and read for not only cultural, 
but also linguistic content – otherwise, students may read the passage and complete the 
exercises without grasping the meaning (Lafayette 1978: 16). Literature is the best way not only 
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to familiarise the student with the foreign culture, but also to enrich their vocabulary and 
understanding of the language. Especially more advanced students tend to infer meaning of 
unknown words and phrases from the contexts, simultaneously building schemata, which makes 
new vocabulary easier to remember. Many textbooks offer short passages that can be exploited 
for cultural content, however the possibility of individualising the cultural reading is another 
option for advanced learners. Lewis (2019) advocates the option of whole class reading, which 
can be done with advanced learners, yet must be carefully planned to avoid turning reading into 
a chore for the class. The reading activities can be easily supplemented with writing activities, for 
example completing the cultural narrative or replying to a pen-pal (bonus point if the teacher can 
organise actual pen pals in the target country). The most important component of cultural writing 
is to adapt the exercises to the students’ level and their interests while keeping it as authentic as 
possible (Lafayette 1978: 18). After all, not many students would happily compose essay after 
essay about foreign culture without losing all motivation and intrigue that should accompany the 
discovering of a foreign culture.  
 
3 Reasons for using literature 
 
While literature is being used in the classroom more frequently, the question of why even use 
literature must be answered before the analysis of the pros and cons. There are many different 
models and ideas that show the use of literature, but it is important to note that these are not 
completely separate entities and can and should be used together – Carter and Long (1992: 2) 
even go as far as to call them tendencies to a particular set of learning objectives, but there is 
never only one learning objective when in the classroom. In addition, literature enshrines the 
values of a society, so someone’s literature should encompass the values of their culture. Yet 
oftentimes a piece of literature can be read without knowing the ins-and-outs of a foreign 
culture, as even students with a basic understanding of it can read, understand, appreciate and 
learn from the work (Bassnett and Grundy 2019: 10). 
 
There are many good reasons as to why to use literature in the EFL classroom, as it can both 
motivate students and provide authentic materials for language acquisition. While it may seem 
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that literature can only be motivating for advanced learners, experiencing the sense of 
accomplishment after successfully tackling a longer or more difficult text can be even more 
profound for beginner learners. The motivating effect of such achievement can be further used 
by the teacher if the students are familiar with literature in their own language, as comparisons 
can be made on many levels – from the plot to finer details of language use, depending on the 
students’ level. Another point in favour of literature is its authenticity – while most course books 
use synthetic pseudo-narratives, the gripping plot of authentic literature can act as a motivating 
factor for reading. If carefully chosen, literature in the classroom exposes students to complex 
and unexpected uses of language as well as fresh themes, and make them feel as if the materials 
are relevant to their own lives and struggles (Lazar 1993: 15). Written language is still the main 
resource for language acquisition, despite the wide access of spoken English in most of the world. 
Literature is a good resource as it provides meaningful and memorable context, which activates 
the schemata and helps with the acquisition and further on, real knowledge. Students’ level must 
once again be taken into consideration, as beginner learners should read graded materials, while 
advanced learners can be given authentic unabridged materials. The latter may become so 
absorbed in the plot that language acquisition happens almost unknowingly, removing many of 
the restrictions on the language input in the classroom imposed by the curriculum. Carter and 
Long (1992: 2) name this the language model, claiming that literature can become a connection 
to language and specific structures, vocabulary and language manipulations. However, they 
stress that the main argument for using literature in this way is to show students the subtle and 
creative uses of language, as well as acquainting them with different methods of understanding 
texts as literary texts made from language with the idea being that with greater understanding 
of the language comes greater understanding of the text. Teachers often utilize literary texts for 
discussions and groupwork, especially when they want their students to express their opinions – 
this is in part due to the multiple levels of meaning literary texts contain, and in part due to the 
rapid language acquisition that occurs while reading or listening to the text. Intermediate and 
upper levels of learners will often guess the meaning of an unknown word or phrase with the 
help of the contexts or their understanding of the relationship between the characters and their 




Any language learning involves the drawing of inferences, whether of appropriate use of a lexical 
item, generalisation of grammatical rule or the implications behind the literal meaning. Due to 
many levels of meaning in literary texts, students are forced to hone their ability to infer 
meanings and interpret – they need to actively try to understand and uncover hidden 
implications in texts. Discussing their ideas is a great way to practice both speaking and 
argumentation, preparing the students for similar situations in real life where not all details are 
given, but a conclusion or decision must still be reached. In addition to the linguistic benefits, 
using literature brings about deeper emotional awareness, develops critical thinking and 
encourages students’ imagination. Most importantly, the correct approach when using literature 
as a resource provides students with the opportunity to respond personally, encouraging their 
use of English and strengthening their confidence about expressing in English (Lazar 1993: 19). It 
is important to try and get the students engaged with the texts the read in the classroom with 
the hopes of them carrying the love of reading and literature outside of the classroom. By 
appreciating and analysing different texts the students develop an understanding of different 
cultures and their role in the world. The personal growth that occurs with reading is effectively 
helping them in their relationships with people and the world, but only if the texts selected by 
the teacher give students the ability to connect and respond to them authentically. Due to the 
effects of this approach, it is also called the personal growth model (Carter and Long 1992: 3) 
 
The third model is called the cultural model, which focuses on the accumulation of wisdom within 
a culture that can be found in literature. Teachers use literature to acquaint their students with 
cultures, ideas and thinking different from their own either by the difference in time, space or 
both. By exposing the students to such sentiments, a possibility of understanding the ‘other’ is 
created (Carter and Long 1992: 2). When literature is used in the classroom, it provides an inside 
access to the target culture. However, this area is full of complexity as few literary works are a 
factual representation of their society. Furthermore, students may believe a small fragment of 
culture they encounter in a literary work represents the society as a whole, while it may be true 
for only a small fraction of the population or a specific historical period (Lazar 1993: 16). If 
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students are reading silver-fork novels and the teacher does not point out how very specific the 
interactions and thoughts presented are, students might visit Britain expecting strict social 
interactions and, unprepared for the reality, feel lost and even betrayed by their teacher. This is 
why the teacher must not only point out different cultural values, but also explain their context 
and contrast them with different values, either in the student’s own culture or in another part of 
the target culture.  
 
4 Selecting texts 
 
When selecting literary texts for classroom use, teachers are often bound by syllabus-prescribed 
texts. More often than not, it is not only the selection that is limited – many syllabus-prescribed 
texts come with exercises and prescribed ways of approaching the text. However, in the rare case 
that the text can be chosen by the teacher, there are certain characteristics that must be taken 
into consideration. Lazar (1993: 48) names three such areas: the type of course taught, the type 
of students doing the course, and certain factors connected to the text. The first area, the type 
of course taught, is the most straightforward and considers mostly objective criteria. These 
include the level of students, their reasons for learning English, the purpose and intensity of the 
course, the intended syllabus and its inclusion of literature, and whether literary texts can be 
included (Lazar 1993: 49). Indeed, expecting a beginner student to read works by Jane Austen is 
completely unreasonable, as is asking a CEO (chief executive officer) trying to polish their 
business English to read a collection of short stories for children. While this is the most objective 
area that can be analysed before the course even begins, it is no less crucial than the other two; 
if anything, it should be the basis for every other consideration. I believe that this area should 
also include logistical criteria, such as the availability and length of the text, as well as the possible 
exploitability of the texts. The teacher can find a perfect text that would fit into their syllabus, 
however if this text is unavailable to students and/or embarrassingly short – or too long – there 
are few reasonable arguments for the use of this text. The same applies if the teacher is unable 
to exploit the text to its full potential or if creating the teaching materials would be so time 
consuming the teacher would have to devote most of their time to their creation. However, in 
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such cases, the argument of practicing reading can be applied, and the text remain unexploited 
– yet this can be a waste of lessons and more appropriate as a home reading assignment. 
 
The second area, the type of students taking the course, requires the teacher to know their 
students, and analysis before the commencing of the course is most likely impossible, unless the 
teacher sends out a questionnaire beforehand. The criteria of this area include the age of 
students, their interests/hobbies, cultural/ethnical background and the nationality of the 
students, and their previous experience with reading of literary texts (Lazar 1993: 49). To proceed 
the teacher must follow their intuition and common sense to a degree – are 10-year-olds mature 
enough to read about fatal love? Most likely not, which is why even an abridged version of Romeo 
and Juliet is inappropriate. Likewise, it would be difficult to read most Victorian literary works 
with Asian students, as these authors heavily used orientalism as one of the themes, disregarding 
the truth for fiction. How hard would it be, then, for such students to read about their culture 
from the perspective of a nation that considered them inferior? While such dichotomies can be 
used as steppingstones towards understanding the other culture, much preparation from the 
teacher is needed, and such sensitive subject must always be approached with care. The final 
aspect of this area is more theoretical, as it shows the teacher how much literary knowledge the 
students have, greatly impacting the approach to the text used. For example, there is little use in 
explaining the dactylic hexameter in-depth when talking about The Odyssey if students are 
unaware of the existence of poetic meter; in such cases, keeping the explanation at bare 
minimum might be more beneficial than an extensive lecture.  
 
The third area that must be taken into consideration is connected to the text itself and how well 
the students are prepared for it. This area is mostly subjective, and teachers operate on an 
intuitive level when selecting texts on the appropriate level, as it is the relevance of the text for 
the students that is in question here. The criteria of emotional maturity of the students is not 
always equal to their age – some students may be more or less mature than expected and texts 
must be selected appropriately. For this section, Lazar focuses on three main complex criteria for 
selecting texts: the students’ linguistic proficiency, the students’ literary background, and the 
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students’ cultural background. The linguistic proficiency must be deducted by the teacher, as 
even students who are able to communicate without problems can be unable to grasp the 
inferred meanings or become confused by the unusual language norms, such as rhetorical 
devices, metaphors, archaisms and different dialects and registers. It is also important that the 
chosen text is interesting for the students, as a text with lower language difficulty and no 
engaging factor can be received more poorly than a harder text that motivates the students. 
These motivating factors range from an intriguing plot to relatable characters to a movie or play 
based on the book the students might have seen (or are eagerly anticipating). The linguistic 
proficiency is, surprisingly, not connected to the students’ literary background (Lazar 1993: 54). 
Students must see a point to reading longer texts, as the contemporary world is full of short-term 
satisfaction (TV, magazines, comics). While these require little concentration, only requiring the 
student to follow the story, reading literature requires concentration (Carter and Long 1992: 16). 
While the student must be language proficient to understand the text, literary competence stems 
from the want to understand metaphorical and symbolic meanings. A student who reads often 
and has a somewhat developed literary competence should be able to follow the plot and 
recognise its themes, as well as connect characters to certain values and ideals they embody. 
However, these skills are not the only ones pointing towards the developing literary competence; 
in fact, even recognising the genre or following the plot can show its development, depending on 
the age and skill level of the students. The acquisition of this specific competence is often the aim 
of tertiary level courses, where the study of literature is the content by itself. But in primary and 
secondary education, literature is more often used as a resource, the development of literary 
competence is considered lower priority than acquisition of new language gained through 
reading. Even so, literature should be used often, as literary competence can be developed 
passively with regular exposure to literary texts (Lazar 1993: 13-14). The students’ cultural 
background is likewise an important component to understanding texts. This area encompasses 
not only their knowledge of the target (literature’s) culture, but also their own culture and all 
expectations the students carry with them. Students may need additional background 
information on the text to understand it, as, for example, their lack of knowledge about coloured 
people in Europe may hinder their understanding of Othello. It is important to note that spatial 
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and/or temporal distance of the text does not necessarily pose a problem, as these texts are 
often interesting to the students due to relevant themes or interesting plots that are absent in 
their native literature (Lazar 1993: 53). Many students will read foreign texts with the wish to 
learn about their culture, yet the teacher must step in at this point and carefully monitor their 
understanding, as few texts paint an accurate picture of another culture. 
 
It seems that the text must be on an appropriate level both linguistically and culturally, however 
there is often the problem of simplification of the text. This not only takes away from the 
authenticity but can also damage the overall cohesion and readability. For these reasons, 
abridged or simplified texts are often avoided by teachers, as practicing reading skills is always 
one of the main goals when dealing with a written text. There are two possible solutions to this 
dilemma: either the teacher selects a text that is easy to read, but not simplified, or they turn to 
young adult literature. These books not only feature character similar in age to the students, but 
are also stylistically less complex, have fewer characters and are often shorter than literature for 
adults (McKay 1986: 194).  
 
5 Cross-cultural reading 
 
Teaching literature across different cultures can be exceedingly difficult, as reading 
comprehension of the student is heavily influenced by their cultural background. Students can 
only completely understand the text and infer meanings if they possess the same schemata the 
author or their intended audience did. This means that without the knowledge of different social 
constructs, and generalised knowledge about target culture’s events and objects, much of the 
meaning is lost for the student readers (Lazar 1993: 9). Regardless, using literature in the 
classroom is an exciting way to bridge the gap between two cultures. Some texts may prove to 
be more difficult to understand due to spatial, temporal and/or cultural distance, but these can 
be bridged with enough preparation from the teacher. It is important that teachers choose texts 
that are accessible and absorbing for the students, as the motivating factor is more often than 
not the push students need to apply themselves to understanding aspects of another culture 
(Lazar 1993: 62). Duff and Maley (1990: 7) suggest that a better approach than outright refusal 
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of literature when facing difficulties is to guide students on the path of exploration. Even when 
they cannot grasp all cultural points in the texts, some can be understood and taught.  
 
There are many different cultural aspects that may pose problems with understanding in literary 
texts. Lazar (1993: 65-66) gives examples of some of the most common aspects appearing in texts 
that are difficult for students without the proper schemata to understand. It is important to note 
that this list does not encompass all possible troubles students may encounter while reading the 
text, but rather provide guidelines for the teachers so they can prepare their lessons accordingly. 
The provided list follows cultural aspects from more concrete to more abstract and subjective. 
The texts often include objects that may only exist in that society (e.g. cucumber sandwiches, 
which are distinctively British), varied formulaic expressions, proverbs and idioms that 
encompass cultural values, and references to specific social structures, roles and relationships 
(e.g. the divide between upper and lower class). Furthermore, they often mention culture-
specific customs, rituals, traditions and festivals, lean heavily on beliefs, values and even 
superstitions, and allude to different political, historic and economic backgrounds. The latter are 
often the hardest to understand, with decades of missing data and little hope of understanding 
the emotional bonds formed. Much easier to remember is the importance of different 
institutions and taboos, while humour and different connotative meanings require more 
explanation and contemplation from the reader. The last items on the list require additional 
preparation from the teacher and may completely elude the students. Representativeness of the 
text has been mentioned as an important criterion when selecting the text in previous chapters, 
yet it is still important to note to which part of the society or culture the text refers and whether 
it is properly represented.  The second item is the genre of the text and how far it can be 
understood in another culture; for example, silver-fork novels are specific enough that many 
students have troubles grasping the genre itself. The last aspect is the most complicated and 
abstract, referring to different statuses of written texts in different cultures and the subsequent 
reading strategies required. Here, each teacher must consider the response and expectations of 
their students; whether they will be willing to question the message of the text, expect a moral 




With many of the possible comprehension problems identified, teachers can focus on strategies 
for overcoming them. Some of these are later used in the practical section of this paper, which is 
why there are collected here without examples. These strategies can be used before, during and 
after the reading of the text, and can be tailored to most of them with ease. Lazar (1993: 67-69) 
provides a collection of such strategies, however they are by no means the only ones that can be 
applied, and she includes the following: personalising (making the theme or topic of the text 
relevant to the students’ experience), providing explanation/glosses (providing brief cultural 
information as a note or in a gloss),  inferring cultural information (providing questions that 
explicitly refer to cultural information, which is then inferred from the text by the students), 
cultural comparisons (students collect ideas about their own culture or society and then compare 
them with those in the text), associations (students try to find different associations for a word 
or phrase that might have a different meaning for a native speaker, comparing their connotations 
in different countries and thinking about possible symbolic meaning in the text), cultural 
comprehension (brief listening or reading comprehension which provides more information 
about particular cultural aspects, which are then applied to the text). As can be seen from this 
list, bringing the unknown cultural aspects closer to students in terms of their experience and 
expectations is doubly important as it not only results in better understanding of the text, but 




III Practical part 
  
1 Selecting the book 
 
When I decided to try and create a lesson plan that would focus on British cultural aspects and 
introduce them through reading of a novel, the first obstacle presented itself – which book should 
I choose? With the myriad of incredible novels, choosing one that would be both appropriate for 
my plans as well as interesting and relevant to the students proved to be no simple task. The first 
question I had to answer was whether I wanted to work with a classical novel or a contemporary 
work. Both had their positives and negatives; the classical novel is already established as good 
and important to the cultural heritage, but might be filled with outdated social conventions, 
speech patterns and habits, that are, while interesting, of little use to students wishing to 
properly conduct themselves in Britain. The contemporary novel, on the other hand, posed its 
own difficulties: the language and social conventions used are more recent and paint a more 
realistic picture of the society, but even if I consider the novel good, that is purely subjective and 
could have a negative effect later on. Ultimately, I have decided to use a contemporary novel, as 
the active cultural knowledge – which can be used in everyday situations - is more attractive and 
useful for the students, hopefully motivating them to read the novel and participate in the 
activities.  
 
The genre of the novel presented the next difficulty, especially because secondary school 
students have varied interests and emotional responses to ideas. At first, I considered a romance, 
as students are often in fledgling relationships, but I feared that male students would find the 
book boring and give up before even starting, making the lessons pointless. I wanted the subject 
matter to be interesting for the majority and the story so entertaining they would be completely 
consumed by it. For that reason, at least some of the main characters had to be of a similar age 
to the students, and I finally decided that a good detective novel would most likely stir some 
interest – if I could find one with characters of the correct age. Young adult novels immediately 
came to mind, but I was hesitant due to the simplicity these novels usually present; I have always 
felt like they are often no longer appropriate for readers in secondary school. With these 
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conclusions in mind, I turned to adult crime fiction, and since the whodunit novels are typical of 
Britain, there was a huge selection. After skimming some of them and reading reviews for others, 
I ultimately decided for a 2006 novel called Raven Black by Ann Cleeves. I felt it was contemporary 
enough, while also receiving many awards, assuring me of its quality. The author is British, the 
story takes place on Shetland Islands and features Scottish, English, and foreign characters which 
participate in many different social and cultural exchanges, and both one of the main characters 
and the first victim are teenagers. 
 
Because the novel is rather long (375 pages!), I was a bit hesitant in choosing it, but it was the 
absolutely gripping story that convinced me to adapt my lesson plans. As a bonus for students 
that may really like the novel, this is the first one in a series, so they could read the continuations 
in their free time if interested. I decided to construct the lessons in the following way. The cultural 
reading lessons would take place once a week throughout the school year (or until the book was 
finished), always on the same day (e.g. Tuesday). The students would not receive the complete 
novel, but rather get handouts of two or three chapters per lesson that they would need to read 
until the next week. This would allow the students with less time and slower readers to complete 
the assigned reading, while preventing the faster readers from spoiling the plot and ending. Since 
the book is not readily available at public libraries, they would have little choice but to wait. Each 
lesson would focus on one or two cultural points that could be observed in the already finished 
chapters – the titles of each lesson represent the covered topics; and include different activities 
(reading, listening, vocabulary, speaking) to make the content varied. In addition, after some 
portion of the book was finished, there would be lessons that would focus on the literary features 
of the book. Due to the length and the complexity of the novel, I designed the lessons for 3rd year 
students aged 17 to 18. They not only have the necessary understanding of the language, but are 
also mature enough to understand the themes and follow the plot with little difficulties.  
 
To create some external motivation for the students, they would be required to create a portfolio 
containing all handouts, the novel itself and filled character sheets. I designed the character 
sheets as a way to both motivate the students and as an easier way to follow the plot. The idea 
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behind them is that students should fill the role of the detective, filling out character details and 
their motivations for murder, alibies and connections to the victims. Every ten chapters, they 
would have to decide if they think a character is guilty or not, which would provide an interesting 
discussion point at the end of the lessons, as they could compare who guessed the murderer and 
at which point in the book. In addition, if they included a character that is later killed, I believe 
writing DEAD over the sheet in red letters would be satisfactory for most students. 
 
The novel is the basis for a major BBC Drama titled Shetland, which was a point of deliberation. 
Students would doubtlessly skip the reading part of the lessons and head to Netflix to watch the 
whole season, pretending they read the book or spoiling the ending for themselves and their 
classmates. Yet the drama could be an interesting comparison point if the students could refrain 
from watching it whole. I decided to withhold the information about its existence until the book 
was completely read, when an episode could be watched only to compare it to the book and to 
see how different the characters look or speak.  
 
In the following chapter, there are the first five lesson plans, encompassing the first eight 
chapters, and the corresponding lesson materials (including a sample character sheet). Each 
lesson tries to combine different ideas, from creating a connection to the native culture to 
personalising the content for the students. I tried to keep the activities varied and interesting for 
the students, as well as fun – the point is to bring both culture and literature closer to students’ 
hearts, not bore them to death. 
 
I realise that there is little hope such lessons could be implemented in schools, at least on the 
scope presented here, however it is my hope that the curriculum will one day change enough to 




2 Lesson plans – Ann Cleeves: Raven Black 
 
 
Lesson 1 - Introduction 
 
Warm-up activity 
Start the class by asking the students which novel they read recently and whether they liked it. 
Follow up with questions such as Did you like the main characters? and What genre was the 
novel?. Try to elicit a discussion about what the students like and dislike.  
 
Introducing the module 
Explain that you will be reading a novel by Ann Cleeves titled Raven Black as a class and that these 
classes will focus on both literary and cultural points. Point out that these classes will be held 
once a week instead of regular English classes (e.g. every Tuesday) and that they will have to read 
2-3 chapters of the novel per week, receiving the reading materials for the following week at the 
end of each lesson. Give out portfolio maps and explain they are expected to keep all materials 
for the course module neatly organised and this portfolio will be graded at the end of the lessons.  
 
Reading activity: About the author 
Ask the students to read the passage about the author on the handout and answer the 
comprehension questions. Check the answers and provide additional information about the 
author.  
 
Cultural point: Geographic location 
Ask the students if they can locate North Tyneside, North Devon and Fair Isle on a map. Follow 
up with questions about the difference between the United Kingdom, Great Britain and the 
British Isles. Introduce the four nations that are a part of the UK and their national symbols, 
capitals and other general information. Ask the students to complete the activities and check 





Listening activity: Guess the anthem 
Play excerpts of the four national anthems (English/British, Scottish, Welsh and Northern Irish) 
and ask students to complete the exercise. Check their answers.  
 
Groupwork 1: My nationality 
Give each student a piece of paper with a different national symbol (e.g. national animal, flower, 
capital city, …) and ask the students to walk around the classroom. The goal of the activity is to 
find other students that belong to the same country. They may only ask questions about the 
symbol they hold; for example, a student with a thistle card can only ask What is your national 
flower? Once the group has more people, they can ask more questions, but nobody is allowed to 
say they are Scottish, English, Welsh or Northern Irish.  
 
Groupwork 2: Quiz 
The students remain in their “national groups” from the previous activity. They compete in a quiz 
about the knowledge they obtained during the lesson, and the members of the winning group 
must be addressed as “Your Highness” until the end of class. 
 
New materials: Introduction of the novel 
Explain the novel Raven Black takes place in Shetland Islands and ask for their location on the 
map. Ask the students about the genre they are expecting the novel to be. Explain that the 
narrative follows four different characters and introduce the character sheets, telling them they 
are supposed to read the novel as a detective, collecting information on suspects and victims as 





Lesson materials 1 – handout 
 
Exercise 1: Read the text an answer the questions! 
Ann Cleeves – A Life of Whiskey, Birds and Crime 
Ann grew up in the country, first in Herefordshire, then in North Devon. Her father was a village 
schoolteacher. After dropping out of university, she took a number of temporary jobs – child care 
officer, women's refuge leader, bird observatory cook, auxiliary coastguard – before going back to 
college and training to be a probation officer. 
While she was cooking in the Bird Observatory on Fair Isle, she met her husband Tim, a visiting 
ornithologist. She was attracted less by the ornithology than by the bottle of malt whisky she saw 
in his rucksack when she showed him his room. Soon after they married, Tim was appointed as 
warden of Hilbre, a tiny tidal island nature reserve in the Dee Estuary. They were the only 
residents, there was no electricity or water, and access to the mainland was at low tide across the 
shore. If a person's not heavily into birds - and Ann isn't - there's not much to do on Hilbre and that 
was when she started writing.  
For the National Year of Reading, Ann was made reader-in-residence for three library authorities. 
It came as a revelation that it was possible to get paid for talking to readers about books! She went 
on to set up reading groups in prisons as part of the 'Inside Books' project, became Cheltenham 
Literature Festival's first reader-in-residence and still enjoys working with libraries. 
In 2006 she was the first winner of the prestigious Duncan Lawrie Dagger Award for Raven Black, 
the first volume of her Shetland series. In addition, she has been short listed for a CWA Dagger 
Awards - once for her short story The Plater, and twice for the Dagger in the Library award, which 
is awarded not for an individual book but for an author's entire body of work. On 26 October 2017, 
Ann was presented with the Diamond Dagger of the Crime Writers' Association, the highest 
honour in British crime writing, at the CWA's Dagger Awards ceremony in London. 
Ann's books have been translated into twenty languages. She's a bestseller in Scandinavia and 
Germany. Her novels sell widely and to critical acclaim in the United States. She currently resides 
in North Tyneside.1 
 
1. Which country was the author born in? ______________________________________ 
2. In a few words, retell her and her husband’s romance. __________________________ 
______________________________________________________________________ 
3. Why did she start writing? ________________________________________________ 
4. What is a reader-in-residence? _____________________________________________ 
 
1 Adapted from Ann Cleeves: Biography (https://anncleeves.com/bio.html)  
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5. How successful would you say her novels are? Why? ___________________________ 
______________________________________________________________________ 
 
Exercise 2: Connect the national symbols to the correct countries.  
red rose the tree of life     red dragon   pine   St. George   thistle   unicorn
 daffodil St. Andrew lion  St. Patrick oak St. David shamrock 
 
 
 England Scotland Wales Northern 
Ireland 
Patron Saint     
National flower     
National tree     
National animal     
 
Exercise 3: Listen to the anthems and connect them to the correct country. Answer the questions 
and explain what the lyrics are about. 
 
Scotland      Hen Wiad Fy Nhadau (Land of my Fathers) 
 
England      Londonderry Air 
 
Wales       Flower of Scotland 
 
Northern Ireland     God Save the Queen 
 
1. Which anthem is the British National Anthem? ___________________________ 
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Lesson 2 – To feel or not to feel  
 
Warm-up activity 
Ask the students how they liked the first two chapters. Why did/didn’t they like them? Who do 
they think will die? Is a character already suspicious? Who do they think will be the murderer? 
Listen to their answers and encourage discussion.  
 
Pairwork: Expressing feelings 
Ask the students to name as many emotions and ways of expressing them as possible. Write them 
on the blackboard and ask the students to connect them to the characters in the novel. In pairs, 
ask them to discuss which characters (if any) seems stereotypically British. What are the 
stereotypes? Invite some pairs to share their thoughts with the class.  
 
Cultural point: Expressing feelings 
Hand out the exercise sheets and ask the students to read and complete the feelings activity. 
Check the answers and ask them to compare Slovenian culture to British in regard to expressing 
feelings. They can do this in pairs or in groups but should find at least three similarities or 
differences. 
 
Cultural point: Politeness 
Ask the students to decide if an act or behaviour is considered polite or rude in both Britain and 
Slovenia. They should base their answers on both prior knowledge and the reading material. 
When checking their answers, make sure to point out why certain behaviour is considered 
differently. In pairs, ask them to discuss which characters are rude and why. 
 
Vocabulary acquisition 
Ask the students to use new words to complete the text. Check the answers and ask the students 





Listening exercise: Auld Lang Syne 
Point out the singing of the song Auld Lang Syne in chapter 2. Explain the significance and history 
of the song and ask students if there is a song of similar importance in Slovenia. Play the song 
Auld Lang Syne twice and ask the students to form a circle and sing along the second time. Play 
the Slovenian equivalent they found (e.g. Silvesterski poljub) and ask them to comment on the 
differences between the two. 
 
New materials: The murder 
Give out the photocopies of chapters three and four and remind the students of the character 





Lesson materials 2 – handout 
 
Exercise 1: Read the text and answer the questions. 
 
Is being reserved such a bad thing? 
 
Americans are brash and forward; the French, romantic and rude. But if there’s a national 
characteristic that defines the British, it’s probably the stiff upper lip. Crying in public is frowned 
upon in all but the most exceptional circumstances; the plucky Brit prefers to keep calm and 
carry on. At least that’s the theory. But are these emotional stereotypes accurate? And nationality 
aside, if you are someone who prefers to keep a lid on their emotions, does this make you 
brave... or emotionally stunted? 
Despite the national stereotype, the British stiff upper lip attitude was actually confined to a short 
period of British history – from around 1870 to 1945, says Thomas Dixon, author of Weeping 
Britannia. “It was an attitude suited to a public school-educated, imperial power that was going 
around the world dominating other countries,” he says. Prior to this, the British were far more in 
touch with their feelings. Even the stiff, expressionless Victorians were, in reality, an emotional 
and sentimental bunch. Take Charles Dickens, who used the suffering of characters like Tiny 
Tim to pull on the heartstrings, or the young Queen Victoria, who, upon hearing the cheers and 
applause of the crowd at the announcement of her accession in 1837, very publicly burst into 
tears. 
 
According to Dixon, the stiff upper lip attitude started to loosen up after World War Two; by the 
1960s, Agony Aunts were publicly encouraging people to talk about their emotions. Yet its 
legacy lives on, despite the nightly parade of tear-jerking films and reality TV shows. “It’s very 
hard to turn on the television during prime-time hours and not see some weeping,” Dixon says. “I 
think some of us like to think we have one even if we don’t. The stiff upper lip has become an 
object of nostalgia.” 
That said, it’s possible the British are still less emotional than other nationalities. Although 
scientists haven’t studied Brits specifically, there do seem to be cultural differences in emotion 
between East and West, say. For instance, Japanese people report feeling more guilt, shame and 
indebtedness – as well as more feelings of closeness to other people – compared to Americans 
and Europeans, who report experiencing more anger, irritation and pride. Some of this could 
come down to the value different cultures place on certain emotions. “How the people in your 
environment respond – even how you think they will respond – is going to determine the course 
your emotion takes, both in terms of your feelings and how you express them,” says Batja 
Mesquita, an emotion researcher at the University of Leuven in Belgium. 
 
There may also be cultural differences in how willing people are to show their emotions. A poll 
revealed that fewer than 20% of Brits claimed to have “let it all out” in the past 24 hours and 
19% of those surveyed revealed they couldn’t remember the last time they let their emotions fly. 
Another poll revealed that four in five British 18- to 34-year-olds admit to putting on a brave 
face when they’re anxious, and a quarter believe that showing their emotions is a sign of 
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weakness. The stiff upper lip can be a powerful tool in your emotional toolkit. It’s just often not 
the best tool: you should be sure to have others in there as well.2 
 
1. What does it mean to “have a stiff upper lip”? _________________________________ 
2. How does the cultural environment affect the emotional response? 
________________________________________________________________________ 
3. Do you think these stereotypes are accurate? Why (not)? 
________________________________________________________________________ 
Exercise 2: Decide if an act is considered rude or polite in British, Slovene or both cultures. How 
often do you do these acts? Discuss with a partner. 
 British culture Slovene culture 
Skipping the queue.    
Asking about salary.   
Calling the waiter in a 
restaurant. 
  
Arriving late to a home visit.   
Standing very close to a 
person. 
  
Giving up your seat for the 
elderly on public transport.  
  
Bringing a gift when visiting 
someone’s home.  
  
 
Exercise 3: Use the words in brackets to complete the text. Make sure you know their meaning! 
wicker basket    peat     tinsel        sheen          croft             dram          daft     voe 
 
 





There once lived a small lady that lived all alone in a house with a _______. The house was old, 
so every summer a friendly neighbour brought her sacks full of ______. During winter, the old 
lady would go outside every few days and put some in her __________. One day close to Yule, 
her house was covered in _________ and she was unsure who would be so ________ as to decorate 
for her. Everyone in the village knew she hated Yule celebrations! She decided to head into the 
village to investigate and quickly drank a ________ for warmth, before leaving the house and 
crossing the _________ that ran close to her house. But when she got to the village, she stopped 
dead in her tracks: it was covered in icy _______! The village froze over during the night and she 
was the only one left.  
 
Auld Lang Syne refrain lyrics 
Should auld acquaintance be forgot 
And never brought to mind? 
Should auld acquaintance be forgot 
And days of auld lang syne? 
For auld lang syne, my dear 
For auld lang syne 
We'll tak a cup o' kindness yet 




Lesson 3 – Feed me, clothe me 
 
Warm-up activity 
Ask the students how they liked the two chapters. Why did/didn’t they like them? Did they 
correctly guess the victim? Is a character already suspicious? Who do they think is the murderer? 
Listen to their answers and encourage discussion.  
 
Cultural point and new vocabulary: Food corner 
Ask the students about the food mentioned in the novel and other British dishes they may know. 
Ask if they have ever tried any or know someone that did. If possible, bring some British snacks 
or toppings (e.g. oat cakes or marmite) for the students to try. Introduce several new British 
dishes and their descriptions. Ask the students to match them to the best of their ability. Check 




In pairs, ask the students to roleplay as a server in a restaurant and a guest. The guest is unsure 
which dish to order, so the server suggests different dishes, only to be turned down. Demonstrate 
with a student, for example: Server: How about toad in the hole? Guest: Oh no, I can’t eat that. It 




Show the students some pictures of national clothing from around the world. Ask them which 
clothing they would consider to be the national clothing in Slovenia and Britain. Are there several? 







Reading activity:  
Ask the students to read the text about national clothing in Britain. After reading the text, they 
should look at different occasions and clothing pieces and decide whether it is appropriate or 
not. Check and discuss their answers.  
 
Discussion: First impressions 
Ask the students to think back to the first-time characters were introduced in the novel. How 
much focus was on their clothing and hair? Do the descriptions indicate anything about their 
personalities, occupations and age? Discuss some examples. How important are first impressions 
and why? Students may work in groups or pairs to answer these questions and then report to the 
class.  
 
New Materials:  
Give out the photocopies of chapters five and six and remind the students of the character 





Lesson materials 3 – handout 
 





Bangers and mash 
Toad in the Hole 
Treacle Tart 
Yorkshire Pudding 





A dish of sausages and mashed potato, often 
with a side of peas and gravy. 
A dish of sausages in Yorkshire pudding with 
a side of gravy and vegetables.  
A baked pudding made from eggs, milk and 
flour.  
A baked sponge pudding with raisins, served 
with hot custard.  
A blood sausage similar to krvavica.  
A classic crumbly pastry with filling, served 
with ice cream or clotted cream.  
 
 
Exercise 2: Read the text and decide whether the provided clothing is acceptable for the occasion. 
If not, provide a better selection.  
Clothing in UK 
The UK’s wearing trends are closely similar to fashion trends in western societies. At the same 
time, their sentiments for their typical clothing elements are highly expressed in their daily dressing 
styles. Across the UK there are many variations depending on several factors. Young people 
mainly follow the most actual global fashion trends. Their clothing consists of mostly jeans, T-
shirts, jackets, and sneakers. Those who work in an office usually wear elegant business suits. 
Elders’ clothing styles mostly contain British traditional garments. A typical element of their 
clothing is the tweed jacket. Although this jacket has almost identical shape and design of a suit 
jacket it is meant to be less formal and keep you warm without needing to match it with trousers. 
In the UK, the weather is pretty unpredictable. Depending on the weather,? Brits choose to dress 
differently. When there’s winter weather they usually wear heavy overcoats or anoraks, while 
when it rains Britons wear raincoats and umbrellas. The same clothing styles are found all across 
the UK. Scotland is mainly known for its famous national attire, the kilt. This is an everyday 
clothing item and often regarded as the highlands’ dress. The tartan patterns are different 
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depending on the Scottish clan from which the kilt has originated. The main element of this outfit, 
as the name suggests, is the kilt, but the full costume includes belt and buckle, Jacobite shirt, kilt 
hose and kilt pin. Nowadays there are many variations of the same Scottish national dress because 
people added different accessories depending on their choice.3 
1. A night-out with friends during summer: cocktail dress, heels, overcoat. 
2. A business meeting: tweed jacket, jeans, sneakers. 
3. A visit to the opera: suit jacket and pants, raincoat, umbrella.  
4. A football game: jeans, t-shirt, umbrella. 




3 Adapted from Clothing in the UK (https://www.studying-in-uk.org/british-culture-and-social-norms/) 
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Lesson 4 - I drink tea like a thirsty cow 
 
Warm-up activity 
Ask the students how they liked the two chapters. Why did/didn’t they like them? Is a character 
becoming more suspicious? Who do they think is the murderer? Listen to their answers and 
encourage discussion.  
 
Pairwork: Tea or coffee? 
Ask the students which beverage they prefer to drink, if any. Did they ever try black tea? In pairs, 
ask them to find and write down five interesting facts about either tea or coffee. Allow the use 
of smartphones. After they finish, ask them to present the fact they found the most intriguing. 
 
Cultural point: Tea is not just a drink 
Explain all the different types of using the word tea in Britain. After the explanation, split the 
students into different pairs. One student invites the other to tea, while the other must ask 
different questions to find out which tea they mean. For example, they may ask What time’s the 
tea at? 
 
Cultural point: British humour 
Ask the students if they know how British humour is different from Slovene humour. Watch a 
Monty Python video (e.g. Dead Parrot episode from And Now for Something Completely 
Different). Ask the students to comment the episode and the humour, if they found it funny etc. 
Explain how the British make fun of serious topics and themselves. Ask them to write and preform 
a short comedy sketch either by themselves or in pairs/groups. Remind them to follow the British 
ideas of humour and not Slovene. Give them sufficient time to both prepare and act it out. 
 
New Materials  
Give out the photocopies of chapters seven and eight and remind the students of the character 
sheets. End the lesson.   
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Lesson materials 4 – handout 
 
Tea – not just a drink 
Whether they take their tea with milk, sugar, lemon or just plain, it’s clear that the British have a 
fondness for its flavour. There’s something about that firm bitterness that sparks devotion: the 
British consume 60 billion cups per year, according to the Tea and Infusions Organisation. That’s 
more than 900 cups a year for every man, woman and child in Great Britain – though we no doubt 
all know someone who likes many more than that. Tea has become entrenched in the British way 
of life, from the humble tea break to the afternoon tea to be enjoyed – in a jacket and tie, of course, 
gentlemen – at the very swankiest of London hotels.4 
Afternoon Tea  
Afternoon tea was introduced in England by Anna, the seventh Duchess of Bedford, in the year 
1840. The Duchess would become hungry around four o’clock in the afternoon. The evening meal 
in her household was served fashionably late at eight o’clock, thus leaving a long period of time 
between lunch and dinner. The Duchess asked that a tray of tea, bread and butter (some time earlier, 
the Earl of Sandwich had had the idea of putting a filling between two slices of bread) and cake be 
brought to her room during the late afternoon. This became a habit of hers and she began inviting 
friends to join her. This pause for tea became a fashionable social event. During the 1880’s upper-
class and society women would change into long gowns, gloves and hats for their afternoon tea 
which was usually served in the drawing room between four and five o’clock. Traditional 
afternoon tea consists of a selection of dainty sandwiches (including of course thinly sliced 
cucumber sandwiches), scones served with clotted cream and preserves. Cakes and pastries are 
also served. Tea grown in India or Ceylon is poured from silver tea pots into delicate bone china 
cups.5 
High Tea 
Afternoon tea was all well and good for the upper classes, but the working classes ran to a different 
schedule and a different budget. Tea was still quite expensive at the time and the working classes 
could not afford to waste it on anything other than necessities. A wearied factory worker wouldn't 
arrive home until six in the evening, and when he did, he was famished! Thus, in the industrial 
areas of the UK (northern England and southern Scotland), the working classes evening meal 
evolved: high tea. English High Tea usually involved a mug of tea, bread, vegetables, cheese and 
occasionally meat. Variations on high tea could include the addition of pies, potatoes and crackers. 
while Afternoon Tea was largely a social event for their upper-class counterparts, high tea was a 
necessary meal in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries. This traditional high tea still exists for 
some parts of the North and Scotland.6 
 
4 Adapted from Veronique Greenwood: Why do the British love tea? (https://www.bbc.com/future/article/20160602-
why-do-the-british-love-the-taste-of-tea-so-much) 
5 Adapted from Ben Johnson: Afternoon Tea (https://www.historic-uk.com/CultureUK/Afternoon-Tea/) 




Lesson 5 – Git yer ducks in an argie-bargie 
 
Warm-up activity 
Ask the students how they liked the two chapters. Why did/didn’t they like them? Is a character 
becoming more suspicious? Who do they think is the murderer?  Listen to their answers and 
encourage discussion. Ask them how they like the book and the lesson so far. Be gracious while 
receiving feedback. 
 
Cultural point: Accents and dialects 
Ask students about regional accents in Slovenia and ask them to try and re-enact dialogues or 
phrases. Explain the many different British dialects and ask about any words in the book they 
might have noticed. Divide students into groups of 3. Give each group a short text in a dialect and 
some time to prepare and ask them to do their best to re-enact them. The students should vote 
for the best group. Show them videos of native speakers of the dialects. 
 
Character sheets 
Ask the students to take out their Character sheets. Start a discussion about each person they 
included in them and encourage them to share their ideas. Ask questions like Does anyone have 
a motive for murder?; Who is the most suspicious?; etc. Try to elicit a discussion and remind them 
they have to speculate if a character is guilty or not at the end of tenth chapter (meaning by the 
next lesson).  
 
Writing activity: A Day in the Life of… 
Ask the students to choose one of the characters from the novel and write a short description of 
a day in their life. When they finish writing, divide them into pairs and ask them to read their 
compositions without saying which character they chose. The other students must guess the 
character or ask questions for additional information. Remind the students to include the cultural 




New vocabulary: Idioms 
Introduce the concept of idioms and ask for some Slovene idioms they know. Ask them to 
complete the exercises on the handout sheet.  
 
New Materials 
Give out the photocopies of chapters nine and ten and remind the students of the character 




Lesson materials 5 – handout 
 
Exercise 1: Connect the British idioms to their meanings. How many do you know? 
 
a wet blanket  
lay down the law 
knock around  
thick as thieves 
best thing since sliced bread 
get your ducks in a row 
the Devil finds work for idle hands  






Doing nothing tempts you to do bad 
things. 
Get everything organised before starting 
an activity.  
A person who spoils the fun.  
To upset, irritate or anger someone. 
Making a strong statement about what 
someone is allowed to do. 
Spending time relaxing and doing 
nothing. 
People who are very close and share 
secrets.  
To present something as a great 
invention. 
 













Lesson materials 5 – Dialect paragraphs examples 
RP English 
At that moment he had a thought that he'd never imagine he'd consider. "I could just cheat," he 
thought, "and that would solve the problem." He tried to move on from the thought but it was 
persistent. It didn't want to go away and, if he was honest with himself, he didn't want it to. 
 
Scottish 
At 'at moment he hud a thooght 'at he'd ne'er imagine he'd consider. "i coods jist cheat," he thooght, 
"ain 'at woods solve th' problem." he tried tae move oan frae th' thooght but it was persistent. it 
didne want tae gang awa' an', if he was honest wi' himself, he didne want it tae. 
 
Northern Irish 
At dat moment yer man 'ad a tart dat 'e'd never imagine 'e'd consider. "i cud jist diddle," yer man 
tart, "an' dat wud solve de problem." yer man tried ter move on from de tart but it wus persistent. 
it didn't want ter go an' shoite an', if yer man wus 'onest wi' 'imself, yer man didn't want it ter. 
 
Scouse (Liverpool) 
At dat moment 'e 'ad a thought dat 'e'd na imagine 'e'd consider. "i could juss cheat," 'e thought, 
"and dat would solve de problem." 'e tried ter move ed from de thought but it wuz persistent. it 
didn't wanna bowl away and, if 'e wuz 'onest wi' 'imself, 'e didn't want it ter. 
 
Brummie (Birnigham)  
At that jiffy ee 'ad a thought that he'd never imagine he'd consider. "i cud just chate," ee thought, 
"an' that ood solve the problem." ee troid ter move on frum the thought but it was persistent. it doy 
wanna goo awoy an', if ee was honest with himself, ee doy want it ter. 
 
Geordie (Newscastle) 
At that ma he had a thowt that he'd nivvor imagine he'd considor. "i cud just cheat," he thowt, "and 
that wud solve the problem." he treed tuh move on from the thowt but it wes persistent. it divvint 






3 Concluding remarks 
 
The lesson plans and materials created above are only the first step in the grand scheme. The 
idea was to introduce more pervading aspects of British culture found in the novel, so that they 
can be recognised in further reading. At the same time, I tried to keep the exercises diverse – I 
see no sense in careful analysis of each chapter, discussing each character in depth and boring 
the students to death. Instead, I wish to introduce different cultural points in an engaging way, 
hopefully motivating the students to look forward the ‘culture class’ every week and ultimately 
igniting their love for both reading and all things British. While I agree that reading a novel 
without doing some analysis of the characters, themes and the plot, in these classes the focus 
can shift to this later on, once the main cultural points had been covered. Of course, I realize that 
not all students would love or even like these classes, which is why there is always the possibility 
of changing the plans or scrapping the idea altogether if it proved completely unsuccessful, 
however, I am convinced the cultural class could prove highly beneficent in the long run, 
familiarizing the students with different aspects of British culture and preparing them for their 





The successful teaching of any foreign culture is a great task for any foreign language teacher, as 
both teacher training and the available materials seem to mostly focus on the four skills. This 
means that the teacher must show a lot of self-initiative in either adapting or creating materials 
for teaching culture. While there are many different approaches to teaching culture, with some 
more and some less focused on other skills, the approach with the use of authentic literature 
seem to be the most beneficial if done correctly. 
 
The use of literature can vary from using only short abstracts for in-depth cultural analysis to 
reading whole texts (either poetry, short stories or novels) and focusing on the overall cultural 
points found in the text. Each approach has its own benefits and shortcomings. The approach 
selected for the practical part in this paper, the whole-class reading of a novel, is one of the most 
time consuming. While the removal of reading the novel in the classroom doubtlessly saves some 
time, the pace in which the text is given out must be severely adapted to prevent the slower 
students from lagging behind and losing interest. On the other hand, the teacher must control 
the faster readers and keep the whole class in anticipation for the next part of the story, 
otherwise the lessons quickly lose their magic. This approach takes up almost one fifth of the 
lesson in a school year, but it is also incredibly time consuming for the teacher, as it involves a lot 
of preparation and material creation.  
 
However, if the curriculum allows time for these lessons and the teacher is prepared to do the 
necessary work, these lessons are invaluable in the students’ foreign cultural education. They 
learn cultural points not by rote learning, but by reading authentic materials and they can pay 
closer attention to them once they have been covered in lessons. This helps in both activating 
and creating new links in the schemata, engraving the knowledge into the students’ minds and 






Poučevanje kulture v tujejezikovnem razredu se pojavlja vedno pogosteje, čeprav velika večina 
učbenikov in delovnih zvezkov še zmeraj ne vsebuje zadostnega in dovolj kvalitetnega gradiva za 
poučevanje kulture. Predvsem zato so učitelji tisti, ki se morajo odločiti za sistematično 
poučevanje kulture na zanimiv način, zaradi pomanjkanja kvalitetnega gradiva pa morajo v 
pripravo učnih ur vložiti veliko dodatnega dela. Eden izmed bolj uspešnih načinov poučevanja 
kulture je poučevanje s pomočjo avtentične literature, pa naj gre zgolj za izseke ali za celotne 
romane, ki so prilagojeni starostni skupini učencev ter njihovemu znanju angleščine. Izbrana 
besedila morajo namreč učencem predstavljati izziv, hkrati pa ne smejo biti predolga ali 
prezahtevna, da se jih učenci ne lotijo z odporom. Za izbiro primernih avtentičnih besedil obstaja 
veliko različnih kriterijev, vsak učitelj pa mora izbrati tako besedilo in pristop, ki sta najbolj 
primerna za njegove učence. Medkulturno branje pa pogosto predstavlja veliko težavo tistim, ki 
s tujo kulturo še niso bili v stiku oziroma je bil njihov stik omejen, zato je pri uporabi besedil 
takšne težave treba pričakovati ter pripraviti metode, s katerimi premostimo kulturno vrzel.  
 
Praktični del predstavi proces izbiranja romana za skupno branje in ideje, na katerih temelji 
zgradba učnih ur. Izbrana starostna skupina so dijaki tretjega letnika splošne gimnazije, ki imajo 
primerno visoko raven znanja, da se lahko spopadejo s celotnim romanom. Roman avtorice Ann 
Cleeves Raven Black vključuje sestavine različnih aspektov britanske kulture ter se ne osredotoča 
zgolj na centralne ('Londonske') značilnosti, ampak zajema tudi manj komercializirane značilnosti, 
od tradicionalnih jedi do raznolikih, nevajenemu ušesu tujih narečij. Na podlagi detektivskega 
romana je pripravljenih prvih pet učnih priprav in pripadajočih gradiv, ki skušajo dijake z 
raznolikimi nalogami ter temami postopoma spoznati z britansko kulturo in pripraviti na 
morebiten stik z njo.   
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Twenty past one in the morning on New Year’s Day. Magnus knew the time because of the fat clock, his 
mother’s clock, which squatted on the shelf over the fire. In the corner the raven in the wicker cage muttered 
in its sleep.  Magnus waited. The room was prepared for visitors, the fire banked with peat and on the table 
a bottle of whiskey and the ginger cake he’d bought in Safeway’s the last time he was in Lerwick. He could 
feel himself dozing but he didn’t want to go to bed in case someone should call at the house. If there was a 
light in the window someone might come, full of laughter and drams and stories. For eight years nobody 
had visited to wish him happy new year, but still he waited just in case. Outside it was completely silent. 
There was no sound of wind. In Shetland, when there was no wind it was shocking. People strained their 
ears and wondered what was missing. Earlier in the day there had been a dusting of snow, then with dusk 
this was covered by a sheen of frost, every crystal flashing and hard as diamond in the last of the light, and 
even when it got dark, in the beam of the lighthouse. The cold was another reason for Magnus staying where 
he was. In the bedroom the ice would be thick on the inside of the window and the sheets would feel shill 
and damp. He must have slept. If he’d been awake he’d have heard them coming because there was nothing 
quiet in their approach. They weren’t creeping up on him. He’d have heard their laughter and the stumbling, 
seen the wild swaying of the torch beam through the uncurtained window. He was woken by the banging 
on the door. He came to with a start, knowing he’d been in the middle of a nightmare, but not sure of the 
details. ‘Come in,’ he shouted. ‘Come in, come in.’ He struggled to his feet, stiff and aching. They must 
already be in the storm porch. He heard the hiss of their whispers. The door was pushed open, letting in. a 
blast of freezing ai and two young girls, who were as gaudy and brightly coloured as exotic birds. He saw 
they were drunk. They stood, propping each other up. They weren’t dressed for the weather yet their cheeks 
were flushed and he could feel the health of them like heat. One was fair and one was dark. The fair one 
was the prettier, round and soft, but Magnus noticed the dark one first; her black hair was streaked with 
luminescent blue. More than anything he would have liked to reach out and touch the hair, but he knew 
better than to do that. It would only scare them away. ‘Come in,’ he said again although they were already 
in the room. He thought he must sound like a foolish old man, repeating the same words, making no sense 
at all. People had always laughed at him. They called him slow and perhaps they were right. He felt a smile 
crawl across his face and heard his mother’s words in his head. Will you wipe that stupid grin from your 
 
7 Transcribed from Cleeves, Ann. 2015. Raven Black. London: Pan books. Any mistakes are my own. 
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face. Do you want folk to think you’re dafter than you really are? The girls giggled and stepped further into 
the room. He shut the doors behind them, the outside door which had warped with the weather and led into 
the porch, and the one into the house. He wanted to keep out the cold and he was frightened that they might 
escape. He couldn’t believe such beautiful creatures had turned up on his doorstep. ‘Sit down,’ he said. 
There was only the one easy chair, but two others, which his uncle had made from driftwood, stood by the 
table and he pulled these out. ‘You’ll take a drink with me to see in the new year.’ They giggled again and 
fluttered and landed on the chairs. They wore tinsel in their hair and their clothes were made of fur and 
velvet and silk. The fair one had ankle boots of leather so shiny that it looked like wet tar, with silver buckles 
and little chains. The heels were high and the toes were pointed. Magnus had never seen footwear like it 
and for a moment he couldn’t take his eyes off them. The dark girl’s shoes were red. He stood at the head 
of the table. ‘I don’t know you, do I?’ he said, though looking at them more closely he knew he’d seen them 
passing the house. He took care to speak slowly so they would understand him. Sometimes he slurred his 
speech. The words sounded strange to him, like the raven’s croaking. He’d taught the raven to speak a few 
words. Some weeks, he had nobody else to talk to. He launched into another sentence. ‘Where are you 
from?’ ‘We’ve been in Lerwick.’ The chairs were low and the blonde girl had to tip back her head to look 
up at him. He could see her tongue and her pink throat. Her short silk top has become separated from the 
waistband of her skirt and he saw a fold of flesh, as silky as the material of her blouse and her belly button. 
‘Partying for Hogmanay. We got a lift to the end of the road. We were on our way home when we saw your 
light.’ ‘Shall we have a drink, then?’ he said eagerly. ‘Shall we?’ He shot a look at the dark girl, who was 
staring at the room, moving her eyes slowly, taking it all in, but again it was the fair one who replied. 
‘We’ve brought our own,’ she said. She pulled a bottle from the woven shoulder bag she’d been clutching 
on her knee. It had a cork jammed in the top and was three-quarters full. He thought it would be white wine, 
but he didn’t really know. He’d never tasted wine. She pulled the cork from the bottle with sharp, white 
teeth. The action shocked him. When he realized what she intended doing he wanted to shout to her to stop. 
He imagined the teeth snapped off at the roots. He should have offered to open it for her. That would have 
been the gentlemanly thing to do. Instead, he only watched, fascinated. The girl drank from the bottle, 
wiped the lip with her hand, then passed it on to her friend. He reached out for his whiskey. His hands were 
shaking and he spilled a couple of drops on to the oilcloth when he poured himself a glass. He held out his 
glass and the dark girl clinked the wine bottle against it. Her eyes were narrow. The lids were painted blue 
and grey and were lined with black. ‘I’m Sally,’ the blonde girl said. She didn’t have the dark one’s capacity 
for silence. She’d be one for noise, he decided. Chatter and music. ‘Sally Henry.’ ‘Henry,’ he repeated. The 
name was familiar, though he couldn’t quite place it. He was out of touch. His thoughts had never been 
sharp, but now thinking took an effort. It was like seeing through thick sea fog. He could make out shapes 
and vague ideas but focus was difficult. ‘Where do you live?’ ‘In the house at the end of the voe,’ she said. 
 49 
 
‘Next to the school.’ ‘Your mother’s the schoolteacher.’ Now he could place her. The mother was a little 
woman. She’d come from one of the north isles. Unst. Yell, maybe. Married a man from Bressay who 
worked for the council. Magnus had seen him driving around in a big 4x4. ‘Aye,’ she said and sighed. ‘And 
you?’ he said to the dark girl, who interested him more, who interested him so much that his eyes kept 
flickering back at her. ‘What do they call you?’ ‘I’m Catherine Ross,’ she said, speaking for the first time. 
Her voice was deep for a young lassie, he thought. Deep and smooth. A voice like black treacle. He forgot 
where he was for a moment, picturing his mother spooning treacle into the mixture for ginger cakes she’d 
made, twisting the spoon over the pot to catch the last sticky threads, the handing it to him to lick. He ran 
his tongue over his lips, became embarrassingly aware of Catherine staring at him. She had a way of not 
blinking. ‘You’re not local.’ He could tell by her accent. ‘English?’ ‘I’ve lived here for a year.’ ‘You’re 
friends?’ The idea of friendship was a novelty. Had he ever had friends? He took time to think about it, 
‘You’re pals. Is that right?’ ‘Of course we are,’ Sally said. ‘Best friends.’ And they started laughing again, 
passing the bottle backwards and forwards, throwing back their heads to drink, so their necks looked white 




Five minutes to midnight. They were all on the streets of Lerwick around the market cross and it was 
jumping. Everyone was steaming, but not fighting drunk, just mellow and you felt that you belonged, you 
were a part of the laughing, drinking crowd. Sally thought her father should have been here. He’d have 
realized then that there was nothing to get uptight about. He might even have enjoyed it. Hogmanay in 
Shetland. Like, it wasn’t New York, was it? Or London. What was going to happen? Most of the people 
here she recognized. The thud, thud of a bass came up through her feet and rolled around her head, and she 
couldn’t work out where the music was coming from, but she moved along with it like everyone else. Then 
came the bells for midnight and ‘Auld Lang Syne’ and she was hugging the people on either side of her. 
She found herself snogging a guy and realized in a moment of clarity that he was a maths teacher from 
Anderson High and he was more pissed than she was. Later, she wouldn’t remember what happened next. 
Not exactly and not in sequence. She saw Robert Isbister, big as a bear, standing outside The Lounge, a red 
tin in his hand, looking out at them all. Perhaps she’d been looking out for him. She saw herself sauntering 
up to him in rhythm to the music, hips swaying, almost dancing. Standing in front of him, not speaking, but 
flirting all the same. Oh certainly flirting, she was sure of that. She put her hand on his wrist, didn’t she? 
And stroked the fine golden hair on his arm as if he were an animal. She’d never have done that if she’d 
been sober. She’d never have had the nerve to approach him at all, though she’d been dreaming of this for 
weeks, imagining every detail. He had his sleeves rolled up to his elbows although it was so cold and he 
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wore a wristwatch with a gold bracelet. She’d remember that. It would stick in her head. Perhaps it wasn’t 
real gold, but with Robert Isbister, who could tell? Then Catherine was there, saying she’d wrangled them 
a lift home, as far a the Ravenswick turning, at least. Sally was all for staying, but Catherine must have 
persuaded her because she found herself in the back of a car. It was like her dream too, because suddenly 
Robert was there too, sitting next to her, so close that she could feel the denim of his jeans against her leg 
and his bare forearm on the back of her neck. She could smell the beer on his breath. It made her feel sick, 
but she knew she couldn’t allow herself to throw up. Not in front of Robert Isbister. Another couple was 
crushed into the back of the car with them. She thought she recognized them both. The lad was from South 
Mainland somewhere and was away in collage in Aberdeen. The girl? She stayed in Lerwick and was a 
nurse in the Gilbert Bain. They were devouring each other. The girl was underneath, the lad lying on top of 
her, nibbling at her lips and her neck and her earlobes, then opening his mouth wide as if he intended to 
swallow her piece by piece. When Sally turned back to Robert, he kissed her, but slowly and gently, not 
like the wolf from Red Riding Hood. Sally didn’t feel that she was being eaten up at all. Sally couldn’t see 
much of the lad who was driving. She was directly behind the driver’s seat and all she could make out was 
a head and a pair of shoulders clad in a parka. He didn’t talk, either to her or to Catherine, who was seating 
beside him. Perhaps he was pissed off about giving them a lift. Sally was going to chat to him, just to be 
friendly, but then Robert kissed her again and that took up all her attention. There was no music playing in 
the car, no noise at all except for the engine which sounded really rough and the slobbering of the couple 
squashed beside her. ‘Stop!’ That was Catherine. It wasn’t loud, but coming out of silence it shocked them 
all. Her English voice jarred on Sally’s ears. ‘Stop here. This is where Sally and me get out. Unless you 
want to give us a lift down to the school.’ ‘No way, man.’ The student broke away from the nurse just long 
enough to comment. ‘We’re missing the party as it is.’ ‘Come with us,’ Robert said. ‘Come on to the party.’ 
His invitation was seductive and meant for Sally, but Catherine answered. ‘No, we can’t. Sally’s supposed 
to have been at our house. She wasn’t allowed into town. If we’re not back soon, her parents will come 
looking.’ Sally resented Catherine speaking for her, but knew she was right. She mustn’t blow it now. If 
her mother found out where she’d been, she’d go ape. Her father was reasonable left to himself, but her 
mother was crazy. The spell was broken and it was back to the real world. She untangled herself from 
Robert, climbed over him and out of the car. The cold took her breath away, made her feel light-headed and 
euphoric as if she’d had another drink. She and Catherine stood side by side and watched the tail lights of 
the car disappear. ‘Bastards,’ Catherine said, with so much venom that Sally wondered if something had 
gone on between her and the driver. ‘They could have given us a lift.’ She felt in her pocket, brought out a 
thin torch and shone it on the path ahead of them. That was Catherine for you. Always prepared. ‘Still,’ 
Sally felt a soppy smile spread over her face, ‘it was a good night. A fucking good night.’ As she slung her 
bag over her shoulder something heavy banged against her hip. She brought out a bottle of wine, opened, 
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with a cork stuck in the top. Where had that come from? She didn’t even have a fizzy memory. She showed 
it to Catherine in an attempt to lift her gloom. ‘Look. Something to keep us going on the way home.’ They 
giggled and stumbled down the icy road. The square of light seemed to come from nowhere and surprised 
them. ‘Where the shit are we? We can’t be back yet.’ For the first time, Catherine seemed anxious, less sure 
of herself, disorientated. ‘It’s Hillhead. The house on top of the bank.’ ‘Does anyone live here? I thought it 
was empty.’ ‘It belongs to an old man,’ Sally said. ‘Magnus Tait. He’s daft in the head, so they say. A 
recluse. We were always taught to stay away from him.’ Catherine wasn’t frightened now. Or perhaps it 
was just bravado. ‘But he’s there, all alone. We should go in and wish him happy new year.’ ‘I’ve told you. 
He’s soft in the head.’ ‘You’re scared,’ Catherine said, almost a whisper. I am, shit-scared, and I don’t 
know why. ‘Don’t be dumb.’ ‘I dare you.’ Catherine reached into Sally’s bag for the bottle. She took a 
swing, replaced the cork and handed it back. Sally stamped her feet to show how ridiculous this was, 
standing out in the cold. ‘We should get back. Like you said, my folks will be waiting.’ ‘We can just say 
we’ve been first-footing the neighbours. Go on. I dare you.’ ‘Not on my own.’ ‘All right. We’ll both go.’ 
Sally couldn’t tell if this was what Catherine had intended from the beginning, or if she’d boxed herself 
into a position she couldn’t escape from with her pride intact. The house was set back from the road. There 
was no real path. As they approached Catherine shone her torch towards it and the beam hit the grey slate 
roof, then the pile of peats to one side of the porch. They could smell the smoke coming out of the chimney. 
The green paint on the porch door rose in scabs over bare wood. ‘Go on then,’ Catherine said. ‘Knock.’ 
Sally knocked tentatively. ‘Perhaps he’s in bed, just left the light on.’ ‘He’s not. I can see him in there.’ 
Catherine went into the porch and thumped with her fist on the inner door. She’s wild, Sally thought. She 
doesn’t know what she’s messing with. This whole thing’s crazy. She wanted to run away, back to her 
boring and sensible parents, but before she could move there was a sound from inside and Catherine had 
the door open and they stumbled together into the room, blinking and blind in the sudden light. The old 
man was coming towards them and Sally stared at him. She knew she was doing it but couldn’t stop herself. 
She’d only seen him before at a distance. Her mother, usually so charitable in her dealing with the elderly 
neighbours, usually so Christian in her offers to go shopping, to provide broth and baking, had avoided any 
contact with Magnus Tait. Sally had been hurried past the house when he was outside. ‘You must never go 
there,’ her mother had said when she was a child. ‘He’s a nasty man. It’s not a safe place for little girls.’ So 
the croft had held a fascination for her. She had looked across at it on her way to and from the town. She 
had glimpsed hic back bent over the sheep he was clipping, seen his silhouette against the sun as he stood 
outside the house looking down to the road. Now, this close, it was like coming face to face with a character 
from a fairy tale. He stared back at her and she thought he really was like something from a picture book. 
A troll, she thought suddenly. That’s what he looked like, with his stumpy legs and his short, thick body, 
slightly hunch-backed, his slot-shaped mouth with the teeth jumbled and yellow inside. She’d never liked 
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the story of the Billy Goats Gruff. When she was very small she’d been terrified to cross the bridge across 
the burn to get to her house. She’d imagined the troll living underneath, his eyes fiery red, his back bent as 
he prepared to charge her. Now she wondered if Catherine still had her camera with her. The old man would 
make some picture. Magnus looked at the girls with rheumy eyes which seemed not quite to focus. ‘Come 
in,’ he said. ‘Come in.’ And he pulled his lips away from his teeth to smile. Sally found herself chattering. 
That was what happened when she was nervous. The words spilled out of her mouth and she didn’t have 
an idea what she was saying. Magnus shut the door behind them, the stood in front of it, blocking the only 
way out. He offered them whiskey but she knew better than to accept that. What might he have put into it? 
She pulled the bottle of wine from her bag, smiled to appease him and carried on talking. She made a move 
to stand up, but the man had a knife, long and pointed with a black handle. He was using it to cut a cake 
which had been standing on the table. ‘We should go,’ she said. ‘Really, my parents will be wondering.’ 
But they seemed not to hear her and she watched in horror as Catherine reached out and took a piece of 
cake and slipped it into her mouth. Sally could see the crumbs on her friend’s lips and between her teeth. 
The old man stood above them with a knife in his hand. Sally saw the bird in the cage when she was looking 
round for a way out. ‘What’s that?’ she asked abruptly. The words came out of her mouth before she could 
stop them. ‘It’s a raven.’ He stood quite still, watching her, then he set the knife carefully on the table. ‘Isn’t 
it cruel, keeping it locked up like that?’ ‘It had a broken wing. It wouldn’t fly even if I let go.’ But Sally 
didn’t listen to the old man’s explanations. She thought he meant to keep them in the house, to lock them 
in like the black bird with its cruel beak and injured wing. And then Catherine was on her feet, dusting the 
cake crumbs from her hands. Sally followed her. Catherine walked up to the old man so she was close 
enough. To touch him. She was taller than him and looked down on him. For an awful moment Sally was 
afraid that she intended to kiss his cheek. If Catherine did that she would be obliged to do it too. Because 
this was all part of the same dare, wasn’t it? AT least that was how it seemed to Sally. Since they had come 
to the house, everything had been a challenge. Magnus hadn’t shaved properly. Hard, grey spines grew in 
the creases in his cheek. His teeth were yellow and covered in saliva. Sally thought she would rather die 
than touch him. But the moment passed and they were outside, laughing so loud that Sally thought she 
would piss herself, or that they would collapse together into a heap of snow. When their eyes got used to 
the dark again, they didn’t need the torch to show them down the road. There was a near-full moon now 
and they knew the way home. Catherine’s house was quiet. Her father didn’t believe in new year 
celebrations and had gone to bed early. ‘Will you come in?’ Catherine asked. ‘Best not.’ Sally knew that 
was the answer she was supposed to give. Sometimes she could never tell what Catherine was thinking. 
Sometimes she knew exactly. Now she knew Catherine didn’t want her going in. ‘I’d better take that bottle 
from you. Hide the evidence.’ ‘Aye.’ ‘I’ll stand her and watch you to your house,’ Catherine said. ‘No 
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If he’d had the chance, Magnus would have liked to explain to the girls about ravens. There were ravens on 
his land, always had been, since he was a peerie boy, and he’d watched them. Sometimes it was as if they 
were playing. You could see them in the sky wheeling and turning, like children chasing each other in a 
game, then they’d fold up their wings and fall out of the sky. Magnus could feel how exciting that must be, 
the wind rushing past, the speed of the dive. Then they’d fly out of the fall and their calls sounded like 
laughter. Once he’d seen the ravens in the snow sliding down the bank to the road on their backs, one after 
another, just as the boys from the post office did on their toboggans until their mother shouted them away 
from his house. But other times ravens were the cruelest birds. He’d seen them peck the eyes from a new 
sickly lamb. The ewe, shrieking with pain and anger, hadn’t scared them away. Magnus hadn’t scared the 
birds off either. He’d made no attempt. He hadn’t been able to take his eyes off them, as they prodded and 
ripped, paddling their talons in blood. In the week after new year he thought about Sally and Catherine all 
the time. He saw them in his head when he woke up in the morning, and dozing in his chair by the fire late 
at night he dreamed of them. He wondered when they would come back. He couldn’t believe they would 
ever return but he couldn’t bear the idea that he would never talk to them again. And all that week the 
islands remained frozen and covered in snow. There were blizzards so fierce that he couldn’t see the track 
from his window. The snowflakes were very fine and when the wind caught them they twisted and spiralled 
like smoke. Then the wind would drop to nothing and the sun would come out and the reflected light burnt 
his eyes, so he had to squint to see the world outside his house. He saw the blue ice on the voe, the 
snowplough cutting a way down from the main road, the post van, but he didn’t see the beautiful young 
women. Once he did catch glimpse of Mrs Henry, Sally’s mother, the schoolteacher. He saw her come out 
of the schoolhouse door. She had fat fur-lined boots on her feet. A pink jacket on, with the hood pulled up. 
She was a lot younger than Magnus, but she dressed like an old woman, he thought. Like a woman who 
didn’t care what she looked like, at least. She was very small and moved in a busy way, scuttling as if her 
time was important to her. Watching her, he was suddenly scared that she intended to come to him. He 
thought she had found out that Sally had been in the house at new year. He imagined her making a scene, 
shouting, her face thrust so close to his that he’d smell her breath, feel the spit as she screamed at him. 
Don’t you dare go near my daughter. For a moment he was confused. Was that scene imagination or 
memory? But she didn’t come up the hill towards his house. She walked away. On the third day he had run 
out of bread and milk, oatcakes and the chocolate biscuits he liked with his tea. He took the bus into 
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Lerwick. He didn’t like leaving the house. The girls might come back when he was out. He imagined them 
climbing the bank, laughing and slipping, knocking at the door and finding no one at home. The worst thing 
was that he would never know that they had been. The snow was packed so hard there that they would leave 
no footprints. He recognized many of the other passengers on the bus. Some of them he had been to school 
with. There was Florence who had cooked in the Skillig Hotel before she retired. They had been pals of a 
kind when they were young. She had been a pretty girl and a fine dancer. There’d been one dance in the 
hall at Sandwick.  The Eunson boys had been playing and there’d been a reel when the music had gone 
faster and faster and Florence stumbled. Magnus had caught her in his arms, held on to her for a moment 
until she’d ran off laughing to the other girls. Further down the bus was George Sanderson, who’d hurt his 
leg in an accident and had had to give up the fishing. But Magnus chose a seat on his own and none of them 
spoke to him or even acknowledge his presence. That was how it always was. Habit. They probably didn’t 
even see him. The driver had turned the heat full on. Hot air blew from under the seats and melted the snow 
on everyone’s boots until the water trickled down the central aisle, backwards and forwards depending on 
whether the bus was going up or down. The windows were covered in condensation, so he only knew it 
was time to get out because everyone else did. Lerwick was a noisy place now. When he was growing up 
he’d know everyone he met in the street. Recently even in the winter it was full of strangers and cars. In 
the summer it was worse. Then there were tourists. They came off an overnight ferry from Aberdeen, 
blinking and staring, as if they’d arrived at a zoo or a different planet, maybe, turning their heads from one 
direction to another looking all around them. Sometimes huge cruise ships slid into the harbour and sat 
there, towering over the buildings. For an hour their passengers would take over the town. It was an 
invasion. They had eager faces and braying voices, but Magnus sensed they were disappointed by what 
they found there, as if the place had failed to live up to their expectations. They had paid a lot of money for 
their cruise and felt cheated. Perhaps Lerwick wasn’t so different after all from all the places they had come 
from. This morning he avoided the centre and got off the bus at the supermarket on the edge of the town. 
Clickimin Loch was frozen and two whooper swans circled it searching for a patch of open water to land. 
A jogger ran along the path towards the sports centre. Usually Magnus enjoyed the supermarket. He liked 
the bright lights and the coloured notices. He marvelled at the wide aisles and the full shelves. Nobody 
bothered him there, nobody knew him. Occasionally the woman on the checkout was friendly, commenting 
on his purchases. And he’d smile back and remember what it was like when everyone greeted him in a 
friendly way. After completing his shopping he would go to the café and treat himself to a mug of milky 
coffee and something sweet – a pastry witch apricots and vanilla or a slice of chocolate cake, so sticky that 
he had to eat it with a spoon. Today he was in a hurry. There was no time for coffee. He wanted to get on 
the first bus home. He stood at the stop with two carrier bags at his feet. Although the sun was shining there 
was a flurry of snow, fine like icing sugar. It settled on his jacket and on his hair. This time he had the bus 
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to himself. He took a seat near the back. Catherine got on twenty minutes later when they were halfway to 
his home. At first he didn’t see her. He’d rubbed a clear circle in the mist on the window and was looking 
out. He was aware of the bus stopping but was lost in his dreams. Them something made him turn around. 
Perhaps it was her voice when she asked for her ticket, though he hadn’t consciously heard it. He thought 
it was her perfume, the smell she’d brought with her into his house on New Year’s Day, but it couldn’t be, 
could it? He wouldn’t smell her from the front of the bus. He lifted his nose into the air but all that reached 
him then was diesel and wet wool. He didn’t expect her to acknowledge him. There was enough excitement 
in seeing her. He had liked both girls, but Catherine had been the one who fascinated him more. She had 
the same blue streaks in her hair, but was wearing a long coat, a big grey coat which reached almost to her 
ankles and which was wet and slightly muddy at the hem. Her scarf was handknitted, bright red, red as new 
blood. She looked tired and he wondered who she could have been visiting. She slumped on the front seat 
without noticing him, too exhausted, it seemed, to walk further up the bus. He couldn’t quite see from where 
he was sitting, but he thought she had her eyes closed. She got out at his stop. He stood back to let her out 
first and still, it seemed, she wouldn’t recognize him. How could he blame her? All old men would look 
alike to her, just as all tourists did to him. But she stood at the bottom of the steps and turned and saw him. 
She smiled slowly and held out her hand to help him down. She was wearing woollen gloves so he couldn’t 
feel her skin against his but the contact gave him a thrill all the same. He was surprised by his body’s 
response to her, hoped she didn’t sense his excitement. ‘Hello,’ she said, in her black treacle voice. ‘I’m 
sorry about the other night. I hope we didn’t disturb you.’ ‘Not at all.’ His voice was breathless with 
nervousness. ‘I was glad that you came by.’ She grinned at him as if he’d said something to amuse her. 
They walked on for a few steps in silence. He wished he knew what to say to her. He could hear the blood 
rushing in his ears as it did when he’d worked too long singling turnips, bent over the hoe in the field in the 
sun, when the breath came in pants. ‘We’re back at school tomorrow,’ she said suddenly. ‘It’s the end of 
the holidays.’ ‘Do you like school?’ he asked. ‘Not really. It’s a bore.’ He didn’t know how to answer that. 
‘I didn’t like school either,’ he said after a while, then added for something to say, ‘Where have you been 
this morning?’ ‘Not this morning. Last night. I stayed with a friend. There was a party. I got a lift to the bus 
stop.’ ‘Sally didn’t come with you?’ ‘No, she wasn’t allowed. Her parents are very strict.’ ‘Was it a good 
party?’ he asked, genuinely interested. He’d never gone much to parties. ‘Oh,’ she said. ‘You know…’ He 
thought she might have had more to say. He even had the sense that she might tell him something secret. 
They had reached the place where he would have to turn to climb the bank to his house and they stopped 
walking. He waited for her to continue speaking, but she just stood. There was no colour on her eyes this 
morning, though they were still lined with black, which looked smudged and dirty as if it had been there all 
night. At last he was forced to break the silence. ‘Won’t you come in?’ he asked. ‘Take a dram with me to 
keep out the cold. Or some tea?’ He didn’t for a minute think she would agree. She was a well brought-up 
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child. That was obvious. She would have been taught not to go alone into the house of a stranger. She 
looked at him, weighing up the idea. ‘It’s a bit early for a dram,’ she said. ‘Tea then?’ He felt his mouth 
spread into that daft grin which had always annoyed his mother. ‘We’ll have some tea and chocolate 
biscuits.’ He started up the path to the house, quite confident, knowing she would follow. He never locked 
the door, but he opened it for her and stood aside to let her in first. As he waited for her to stamp her boots 
on the mat he looked around him. Everything was so quiet outside. No one was around to see. No one knew 




Fran Hunter had a car but she didn’t like using it for short trips. She cared about global warming and wanted 
to do her bit. She had a bike with a seat on the back for Cassie, had brought it with her on the Northlink 
ferry when she moved. She prided herself on travelling light and it had been the only bulky item in her 
luggage. In this weather though a bike was no good. Today she wrapped Cassie up in her dungarees and 
coat and wellingtons with green frogs on the front and pulled her to school on a sledge. It was January 5th, 
the first day of the new school term. When they set of it was hardly light. Fran knew Mrs Henry already 
disapproved of her and didn’t want to be late. She didn’t need more knowing looks and raised eyebrows, 
the other mothers talking about her behind her back. It was hard enough for Cassie to fit in. Fran rented a 
small house just off the road into Lerwick. It stood next to a stern brick chapel, and was low and unassuming 
in comparison. There were three rooms, with a basic bathroom built more recently on the back. They lived 
in the kitchen, which was much as it had been since the house had been built. It had a range where they 
burned coal brought every month in a lorry from the town. There was an electric cooker too, but Fran liked 
the idea of the range. She was a romantic. The house had no land now, though once it must have been 
attached to a croft. In the season it became a holiday let and by Easter Fran would have to make a decision 
about her and Cassie’s future. The landlord had hinted that he might be prepared to sell. She was already 
coming to think of it as home and a place to work. Her bedroom had two big skylights and a view to Raven 
Head. It would do as a studio. In the grey dawn Cassie chattered and Fran responded automatically, but her 
thoughts were elsewhere. As they rounded the bank near Hillhead, the sun was rising, throwing long 
shadows across the snow, and Fran stopped to look at the view. She could see across the water to the 
headland beyond. It had been right to come back, she thought. This was the best place to bring up a child. 
Until that moment she hadn’t realized how unsure she had been about the decision. She was so good at 
playing the part of aggressive single mother that she’d almost come to believe it. Cassie was five and as 
assertive as her mother. Fran had taught her to read before she started school – and Mrs Henry had 
disapproved of that too. The child could be loud and opinionated and there were times when even Fran 
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wondered, despising herself for the dreadful suspicion, if she had created a precocious monster. ‘It would 
be nice,’ Mrs Henry said frostily at the first parents’ evening, ‘if occasionally Cassie did as she was told 
the first time. Without needing a detailed explanation of why I’d asked her to do it.’ Fran, expecting to be 
told that her daughter was a genius, a delight to teach, had been mortified. She had hidden her 
disappointment with a spirited defence of her philosophy of child rearing. Children should have the 
confidence to make her own choices, to challenge authority, she’d said. The last thing she wanted was a 
child who was a meek conformer. Mrs Henry listened. ‘It must be hard,’ she had said when Fran ran out of 
steam, ‘to bring up a child on your own.’ Now Cassie, perched on the sledge like a Russian princess, was 
beginning to get restive. ‘What is it?’ she demanded. ‘Why have you stopped?’ Fran’s attention had been 
caught by contrasting colours, the possibility of a panting, but she pulled the rope and continued. She, like 
the teacher, was at the whim of Cassie’s imperious demands. At the top of the bank she stopped and climbed 
on to the back of the sledge. She wrapped her legs around her daughter’s body and held a loop of rope 
firmly in each hand. Then she dug her heels into the snow and launched the sledge down the hill. Cassie 
shrieked with fear and excitement. They bounced over the icy ruts and picked up speed as they reached the 
bottom. The cold and the sunlight burned Fran’s face. She tugged on the left-hand rope to guide them into 
a soft snowdrift piled against the playground wall. Nothing, she thought, will compare with this. This is 
about as good as it gets. For once they were early. Fran had remembered Cassie’s library book, her packed 
lunch and a change of shoes. Fran took Cassie into the cloakroom, sat her on the bench and pulled off the 
wellingtons. Mrs Henry was in the classroom, sticking a series of numbers on the wall. She was perched on 
her desk but still found it hard to reach. She was wearing trousers of some man-made fibre, slightly shiny, 
puckered at the knees, and a cardigan, machine knitted, with a vaguely Norwegian pattern. Fran noticed 
clothes. She had worked as assistant fashion editor on a woman’s magazine after leaving university. Mrs 
Henry was ripe for a makeover. ’Could I help you?’ She felt ridiculously afraid of being rejected. She’d 
managed photographers who could make grown men cry, but Mrs Henry made her feel like a six-year-old. 
Usually se arrived at school just before the bell. Mrs Henry was already surrounded by parents and seemed 
to be on personal terms with them all. Mrs Henry turned around, seemed surprised to see her. ‘Would you? 
That would be kind. Cassie, come and sit on the mat, find a book to look at and wait for the others.’ Cassie, 
inexplicably, did just as she was told. On the way back up the hill dragging the sledge behind her, Fran told 
herself it was pathetic to be so pleased. Was it such a big deal? She didn’t even believe in learning by rote, 
for Christ’s sake. If they’d stayed south she’d have considered Cassie for a Steiner school. Yet here she 
was, thrilled to bits because she’d stuck the two-times table on the classroom wall. And Margaret Henry 
had smiled at her and called her by her first name. There was no sign of the old man who lived in Hillhead. 
Sometimes when they were going past he came out to greet them. He didn’t often speak. Usually it was just 
a wave and once he’d thrust a sweetie in Cassie’s hand. Fran didn’t like Cassie having sweets – sugar was 
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nothing but wasted calories and think of the tooth decay – but he’d seemed so shy and eager that she’d 
thanked him. Then Cassie had thrust the slightly dusty striped humbug into her mouth, knowing Fran 
wouldn’t stop her in front of the old man and Fran could hardly ask her to spit it out after he’d gone back 
inside. She stopped there to look down at the water again, hoping to recreate the image she’d seen on her 
way to school. It was the colours which had caught her attention. Often the colours on the islands were 
subtle, olive green, mud brown, sea grey and all softened by mist. In the full sunlight of early morning, this 
picture was stark and vibrant. The harsh white of the snow. Three shapes, silhouetted. Ravens. In her 
painting they would be angular shapes, cubist almost. Birds roughly carved from hard black wood. And 
then that splash of colour. Red, reflecting the scarlet ball of the sun. She left the sledge at the side of the 
track and crossed the field to see the scene more closely. There was a gate from the road. The snow stopped 
her pushing it open so she climbed it. A stone wall split the field in two, but in places it had collapsed and 
there was a gap big enough for a tractor to get through. As she grew nearer the perspective shifted, but that 
didn’t bother her. She had the painting fixed firmly in her mind. She expected the ravens to fly off, had 
even been hoping to see them in flight. The sight of them aloft, the wedge-shaped tail tilted to hold each 
steady, would inform her image of them on the ground. Her concentration was so fierce, and everything 
seemed unreal here, surrounded by the reflected light which made her head swim, that she had walked right 
up to the sight before realizing exactly what she was seeing. Until then everything was just form and colour. 
Then the vivid red turned into a scarf. The grey coat and the white flesh merged into the background of the 
snow which wasn’t so clean here. The ravens were pecking at the girl’s face. One of the eyes had 
disappeared. Fran recognized the young woman, even in this altered, degraded state. The birds had fluttered 
away briefly when she approached but now, as she stood motionless, watching, they returned. Suddenly 
she screamed, so loudly that she could feel the strain in the back of her throat and clapped her hands to send 
the birds circling to the sky. But she couldn’t move from the spot. It was Catherine Ross. There was a red 




Magnus watched from his window. He had been there since first light, before that even. He hadn’t been 
able to sleep. He saw the woman go past, dragging the little girl on the sledge behind her and felt the 
stirrings of envy. He had grown up in a different time, he thought. Mothers had not behaved that way with 
their children when he was a boy. There had been little time for play. He had noticed the little girl before, 
had followed the two of them up the road on one occasion to see where they were staying. It had been in 
October because he’d been thinking of the old days, when they used to go guising for Hallowe’en in masks, 
carrying neepy lanterns. He thought a lot about the old days. The memories clouded his thoughts and 
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confused him. The woman and the girl lived in that house where tourists came in the summer, where the 
minister and his wife once stayed. He had watched for a while, thought they hadn’t seen him looking 
through the window. He had been too clever to get caught and besides, he hadn’t wanted to frighten them. 
That was never his intention. The child had sat at the table drawing on big sheets of coloured paper with fat 
crayons. The woman had been drawing too, in charcoal with quick fierce strokes, standing next to her 
daughter, leaning across her to reach the paper. He’d wished he’d been close enough to see the picture. 
Once she’d pushed her hair away from her face and left a mark like soot on her cheek. He thought now how 
pretty the little girl was. She had round cheeks, red from the cold, and golden curls. He wished the mother 
would dress her differently though. He would like to see her in a skirt, a pink skirt made of satin and lace, 
little white socks and buckled shoes. He would like to see her dance. But even in trousers and boots, there 
was no mistaking her for a boy. He couldn’t see down the brow of the hill to where Catherine Ross lay in 
the snow. He turned away from the window to brew tea, then took his cup back with him and waited. He 
had nothing to get on with. Nothing urgent. He had been out the night before with the hay for the croft 
sheep. He had few animals on the hill now. On these freezing days when the ground was hard and covered 
with snow, there was little else for him to do outside. The devil makes work for idle hands. The memory of 
his mother saying those words was so sharp that he almost turned around, expecting to see her sitting by 
the fire, the belt filled with horsehair round her waist, one needle stuck into it, firm, while the other flew. 
She could knit a pair of stockings in an afternoon, a plain jersey in a week. She was known as the best 
knitter in the south, thought she’d never enjoyed doing the fancy Fair Isle patterns. What point is there in 
that? she’d say, putting the stress on the last word so she’d almost spit it out. Will it keep dee ony warmer? 
He wondered what other work the devil might find for him. The mother came back from the school, pulling 
the empty sledge behind her. He watched her from right at the bottom of the hill, leaning forward, trudging 
like a man. She stopped just below his house and looked back across the voe. He could tell that something 
had caught her attention. He wondered if he should go out and call her in. if she was cold she might be 
distracted by the thought of tea. She might be tempted by the fire and the biscuits. He still had some left 
and there was a slice of ginger cake in the tin. He wondered briefly if she baked for her daughter. Probably 
not, he decided. That would be another thing to have changed. Why would anyone go to all that trouble 
now? The beating of sugar and marge in the big bowl, turning the spoon as it came out of the tin of black 
treacle. Why would you bother with that, when there was Safeway’s in Lerwick, selling pastries with apricot 
and almonds and ginger cake every bit as good as the one his mother had baked? Because he’d been 
preoccupied with thoughts about baking, he missed the moment when he could have invited the woman 
into the house. She’d already wandered away from the road. There was nothing he could do now. He could 
just see her head – she was wearing a hat, a strange knitted bonnet – as she slid down the dip in the field, 
then she was lost to view altogether. He saw the three ravens, scattering as id they’d been shot at, but he 
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was too far away to hear the woman screaming. Once she’d disappeared from view he forgot about her. She 
wasn’t important enough to feature as a picture in his head. The teacher’s man drove up the road in his 
Land Rover. Magnus recognized him but had never spoken to him. It was unusual for him to be so late, 
leaving home. Usually he left the schoolhouse early in the morning and returned after dark. Perhaps the 
snow had altered his plans. Magnus knew the movements of everyone in the valley. There had been nothing 
else to take his interest since the death of his mother. From overheard gossip in the post office and the bus, 
he had learned that Alex Hardy worked for the Islands Council. He was something to do with wildlife. 
Magnus had heard the men complaining. A local man should know better, they said. Who did Henry think 
he was, laying down the law to them? They blamed the seals for taking fish and thought they should be 
allowed to shoot them. They said people like Henry cared more about for animals than men’s livelihoods. 
Magnus liked to see the seals – he thought there was something friendly and comical about the way they 
stuck their heads out of the water – but then he’d never gone to the fishing. The seals made no difference 
to him. When the car stopped, Magnus had a repeat of the panic he’d experienced when he’d seen Margaret 
henry. Perhaps Sally had talked. Perhaps the father was here to complain about Magnus taking the girls into 
the house. He thought Henry had even more to be angry about now. The man was frowning as he climbed 
down from the car. He was middle-aged, big, thickset. He wore a Barbour jacket, which was thigh across 
his shoulders, heavy leather boots. If there was a fight, Magnus wouldn’t stand a chance. Magnus moved 
away from the window so he couldn’t be seen, but Henry didn’t even look in his direction. He climbed the 
gate and followed the line of footsteps made by the woman. Now Magnus was interested. He would have 
liked a view of the scene which was played out at the bottom of the hill. If it had just been the woman he’d 
have gone out to look. He thought she must have waved at the teacher’s husband, called for him to stop his 
car. And then just as he was imagining what might be happening, the young mother came back, stumbling 
slightly as she reached the road. He could tell she was upset. She had a dazed and frozen look which Magnus 
had seen before. Georgie Sanderson had looked like that when he’d had to give up his boat and his mother 
had been the same way after the death of Agnes. She hadn’t been frozen when Magnus’s father had died. 
Then, it had seemed that life would carry on like normal. It’ll be just you and me now, Magnus. You’ll have 
to be a big boy for your mother. She had spoken briskly, even cheerfully. There had been no tears. Magnus 
thought now that the woman had cried, though it was hard to tell. Sometimes the cold wind brought tears 
to your eyes. She got into the driver’s seat of the Land Rover and started the engine, but the car didn’t move 
off. Again he wondered if he should go out to her. He could tap on the windscreen – she wouldn’t hear him 
approaching over the sound of the diesel engine and the windows had steamed up so she wouldn’t see him. 
He could ask her what had happened. Once she was in the house, he could suggest that she might like to 
come back for a visit with the little girl. He began to plan what he might get for the girl to eat and drink. 
Those round little biscuits with pink sugar icing, chocolate fingers. It would be quite a tea party with the 
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three of them. And there was still a doll in the back which had once belonged to Agnes. The fair-headed 
child might like to play with it. He couldn’t give it to her to keep, that wouldn’t be right. He had kept all 
the toys which had belonged to Agnes. But he couldn’t see there would be any harm in her holding it and 
tying a ribbon into its hair. His dreams were interrupted by the sound of an engine. It was another Land 
Rover, this time a navy blue one – and it was driven by a man in uniform. The sight of the heavy waterproof 
jacket, the tie, the cap which the man put on his head when he got out of the vehicle, threw Magnus into a 
panic. He remembered the last time. He was back in the small room with the shiny gloss paint on the walls, 
he heard the furious questions, saw the open mouth and the fat lips. There had been two of them wearing 
uniforms then. They had come to the house for him early in the morning. His mother had wanted to come 
with them, had hurried away to find her coat, but they’d said there was no need. That had been later in the 
year, not so cold, but damp, a squally westerly full of rain. Had only one of them spoken? He could only 
remember the one. The memory made him shake so violently that the cup rattled in the saucer he was 
holding. He could feel his mouth form the grin his mother had hated so much, the grin which had been his 
only defence to the questions and which had irritated his interrogator beyond endurance. ‘Is it funny?’ the 
man had shouted. ‘A young lass missing. You think that’s a joke? Do you?’ Magnus hadn’t thought it a 
joke, but the grin stuck, petrified. There had been nothing he could do about it. Neither could he reply. 
‘Well?’ the man had screamed. ‘What are you laughing at, pervert?’ Then he had lifted himself slowly to 
his feet and while Magnus watched confused, as if he was nothing but an observer, he’d drawn his hand 
into a fist and smashed it down on Magnus’s face, forcing back his head with a jolt that rocked the chair. 
There was blood in his mouth and chips of broken tooth. The man would have hit him again if he hadn’t 
been stopped by his partner. Now Magnus thought that blood tasted of metal and ice. He realized he was 
still holding the saucer and set it carefully on the table. He knew it couldn’t be the same policeman. That 
had been years ago. That policeman would be middle-aged by now, retired maybe. He returned tentatively 
to the window, resisting the first impulse, which had been to hide in the back room with his eyes shut. When 
he had been a boy he had imagined that if he shut his eyes, nobody could see him. His mother had been 
right. He had been a very foolish child. If he shut his eyes now, the policeman would still be there, outside 
his house, the ravens would still be in the sky, tumbling and calling, their claws stained with blood. 




Alex Henry had sent her back to sit in the Land Rover. She’s still been screaming when he came up to her. 
About the birds. She couldn’t leave Catherine there with the birds. ‘I won’t let them back,’ he’d said. ‘I 
promise.’ For a while she sat straight upright in the front seat of the Land Rover, remembering Catherine 
 62 
 
as she’d last seen her. There’d been a PTA meeting, the AGM, and Fran had asked Catherine to babysit. 
Fran had given her a glass of wine and they’d chatted before she’d gone down to the school. Catherine had 
a poise and confidence which made her seem older than she really was. ‘How had you settled into Anderson 
High?’ Fran had asked. There’d been a brief pause, a slight frown before Catherine answered. ‘Fine.’ 
Despite the difference in their ages Fran had hoped they might become friends. There weren’t that many 
young women in Ravenswick after all. Now it was sweltering in the Land Rover. The heater was pumping 
out hot air. Fran shut her eyes to push out the picture of the girl in the snow. She fell suddenly and deeply 
asleep. A reaction to the shock, she thought later. It was as if a fuse had blown. She needed to escape. When 
she opened her eyes, the scene around her had changed. She had been aware of car doors banging and voices 
but put off the return to full consciousness for as long as possible. Now she saw there was drama, a show 
of brisk efficiency. ‘Mrs Hunter.’ Someone was knocking on the window of Alex Henry’s Land Rover. 
‘Are you alright, Mrs Hunter?’ She saw the face of a man, the impressionist image of a face, blurred by the 
mist and muck on the glass, wild black hair and a strong hooked nose, black eyebrows. A foreigner, she 
thought. Someone even more foreign than me. From the Mediterranean perhaps, North Africa even. Then 
he spoke again and she could tell he was a Shetlander, though the accent had been tamed and educated. She 
opened the door slowly and climbed out. The cold hit her. ‘Mrs Hunter?’ he said again. She wondered how 
he knew her name. could he be an old friend of Duncan’s? Then she thought that Alex Henry would have 
told the police who had found Catherine when he phoned them. Of course he would. This wasn’t a time for 
paranoia. ‘Yes.’ Even here, seeing him in the clear, there was something unformed about his face. There 
were no sharp lines. A stubble of beard broke the silhouette of the chin, his hair was slightly too long for a 
police officer, not brushed surely, and it was a face which was never still. He wasn’t wearing uniform. 
Underneath the heavy jacket, she knew the clothes would be untidy too. ‘My name’s Perez,’ he said. 
‘Inspector. Are you ready to answer some questions?’ Perez? Wasn’t that Spanish? It was a very odd name, 
she thought, for a Shetlander. But then, he seemed a very odd man. Her attention began to wander again. 
Since seeing Christine lying in the snow, it had been impossible to focus on anything. They were stringing 
blue and white crime-scene tape, to block the gap in the wall where she had walked down the hill after 
stopping on her way back from school. Was the girl still lying there? She had the ridiculous notion that 
Catherine must be freezing. She hoped someone had thought to bring a blanket to cover her. Perez must 
have asked her another question, because he was looking at her, obviously waiting for an answer. ‘I’m 
sorry,’ she said. ‘I don’t know what’s wrong with me.’ ‘Shock. It’ll pass.’ He looked at her, as she might 
once had looked at a model during a photo shoot. Appraising, dispassionate. ‘Come on. Let’s get you home.’ 
He knew where she lived, drove her there without asking, took her keys and opened the door for her. ‘Would 
you like tea?’ she said. ‘Coffee?’ ‘Coffee,’ he said. ‘Why not?’ ‘Shouldn’t you be down there, looking at 
the body?’ He smiled. ‘I’d not be allowed anywhere near it. Not until the crime scene investigator is 
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finished. We can’t have more people than necessary contaminating the site.’ ‘Has someone told Euan?’ she 
asked. ‘That’s the girl’s father?’ ‘Yes, Euan Ross. He’s a teacher.’ ‘They’re doing that now.’ She moved 
the kettle on to the hotplate and spooned coffee into cafetiere. ‘Did you know her?’ he asked. ‘Catherine? 
She came occasionally to look after Cassie when I went out. It didn’t happen often. There was a lecture in 
the town hall by a visiting author I enjoy. A PTA meeting at the school. Once, Euan invited me down to his 
house for a meal.’ ‘You were friendly? You and Mr Ross?’ ‘Neighbourly, that’s all. Single parents often 
stick together. His wife had died. Cancer. She was ill for a couple of years and after her death he felt he 
needed a change. He’d been headmaster of a big inner-city school in Yorkshire, was the job here advertised 
and applied on a whim.’ ‘What did Catherine think about that? It would be a bit of a culture shock.’ ‘I’m 
not sure. Girls that age, it’s hard to tell what they’re thinking.’ ‘What age was she?’ ‘Sixteen. Nearly 
seventeen.’ ‘And you?’ he asked. ‘What brought you back?’ The question made her angry. How could he 
know that she’d lived here before? ‘Is that relevant?’ she demanded. ‘To your inquiries?’ ‘You found a 
body. The body of a murder victim. You’ll have to ask questions. Even personal questions which seem to 
have no relevance.’ He gave a little shrug to show that it was part of the system, beyond his control. 
‘Besides, your husband, he’s a big man round here. People gossip. You can’t have expected that you could 
slip back to Shetland unnoticed.’ ‘He’s not my husband,’ she snapped. ‘We divorced.’ ‘Why did you come 
back?’ he asked. He was sitting in the chair by the window, his crossed legs stretched in front of him. He’d 
taken of his boots at the door. His socks were made of thick white wool and were bobbled from washing. 
His jacket was hanging on the hook on the wool, next to one of Cassie’s and he was wearing a crumpled 
red shirt. He leaned back in his chair, a mug in his hand, looking out. He seemed entirely relaxed. She itched 
to ger a large sheet of paper and a stick of charcoal to sketch him. ’I love it here,’ she said. ‘Because I 
stopped loving Duncan, it seemed contrary to deprive myself of the place. And it means that Cassie can 
maintain contact with her father. I enjoyed London, but it isn’t a good place to bring up a child. I sold my 
flat there and that gave me enough to live for a while.’ She didn’t want to tell him about her painting, the 
dream that it could support them, the failed relationship which had triggered the move. How she’d grown 
up without a father and hadn’t wanted to do that to her daughter. ‘Will you stay?’ ‘Yes,’ she said. ‘I think 
I will.’ ‘What about Euan Ross? Has he settled?’ ‘I think he still finds it hard, coping without his wife.’ ‘In 
what way?’ She struggled to find the words to describe the man. ‘I don’t know him well. It’s hard to judge.’ 
‘But?’ ‘I think he might still be depressed. I mean, clinically depressed. He thought the move would change 
things, solve things. How could it, it really? He is still without the woman he was married to for twenty 
years.’ She paused. Perez looked at her, expecting her to continue. ‘He called in the day I’d arrived to 
introduce himself. He was very kind. Charming. He brought coffee and milk, some flowers from his garden. 
He said we were almost neighbours. Not quite, with Hillhead in the way, but he lived down the hill between 
here and the school. I’d never have realized on that first meeting that anything was wrong. That there was 
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any sadness at all in his life. He’s a very good actor. He hides his feeling very well. When he saw Cassie, 
he said he had a daughter too, Catherine. If ever I’d need a babysitter, she was desperate for cash. That was 
it. He didn’t mention his wife at all. Catherine told me about that the first time she came to look after Cassie. 
When he invited me for a meal, I wasn’t sure what to expect. I mean, a single woman my age, sometimes 
men hit on you, thinking you’re desperate, try it on. You know what I mean? I hadn’t picked up any of 
those signals, but sometimes you get it wrong.’ ‘You went anyway, even though you were unsure of his 
motives?’ ‘Yea,’ she said. ‘I don’t have much of a life, you know. Sometimes, I miss my adult company. 
And I though, anyway, would it be so awful? He’s an attractive man, pleasant, unattached. There aren’t so 
many of those around here.’ ‘Was it a good night?’ he smiled at her in an encouraging, slightly teasing way, 
fatherly almost, though there could be scarcely nay difference in their ages. ‘To start with. He’d gone to a 
lot of effort. It’s a lovely house. Do you know it? There’s that new extension, all wood and glass, with 
wonderful view down the coast. Lots of photos of his dead wife. I mean, they were everywhere, which 
seemed a bit spooky. I’d wondered, what it must be like for Catherine, growing up with that. I mean, would 
you think you were second best, that he wished you had died instead of your mother? But then I thought 
everyone deals with grief in their own way. What right did I have to judge? We sat down to eat almost 
immediately. The food was mind blowing, I mean, as good as any I’d had anywhere. We managed to keep 
the conversation going OK. I told him the story of my divorce. Kept it light and amusing. I’ve had plenty 
of practice. Pride. It’s hard to admit to the world that you husband has fallen passionately in love with a 
woman who’s almost old enough to be your mother. Plenty there to joke about. He was drinking quite 
heavily, but then, so was I. We were both rather nervous.’ She could see the scene quite clearly in her head. 
Although it had been dark outside, he hadn’t drawn the blinds, so it was as if they were a part of the night-
time landscape, as if the table was set on a cliff. The room was softly lit by candles; one lamp shone on a 
big photograph of the dead woman, so Fran had almost believed that she was present at the meal too. 
Everything was slightly elaborate – the heavy cutlery, engraved glasses, starched napkins, expensive wine. 
And the he started to weep. Tears ran down his cheeks. He had been silent at first, she hadn’t known how 
to react so she’d continued eating. The food, after all, was very good. She thought that given a little time 
he might pull himself together. But then he began to sob, embarrassing, choking sobs, wiping the tears and 
the snot on one of the pristine napkins, and pretence had been impossible. She got up and put her arm 
around her as she might have done if Cassie had awoke suddenly from a bad dream. ‘He couldn’t hack it,’ 
she told the detective now. ‘He broke down. He wasn’t ready for entertaining.’ The enormity of the tragedy 
of Catherine’s death suddenly hit her. ‘Oh God, and now he’s lost his daughter too,’ it would push him over 
the edge, she thought. No one will be able to save him now. ‘How did they get on?’ Perez asked. ‘Did you 
have any sense of tension, friction? It must be hard for a man bring up a teenage girl. Just the wrong age. 
They are rebellious then anyway. And they hate being different.’ ‘I don’t think they ever argued,’ Fran said. 
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‘I can’t imagine it. He was so wrapped up in his own grief that I think he just let her on with things. I don’t 
mean he neglected her. Not that. I’m sure they were very fond of each other. But I can’t see him making a 
big deal over the clothes she wore, or the time she went to bed, or whether or not she’d done her homework. 
He had other preoccupations.’ ‘Did she talk to you about him?’ ‘No. We didn’t talk about anything 
important. I probably seemed as old as the hills to her. She always seemed very self contained to me, but 
then I think most young people are like that. They never confide in adults.’ ‘When did you last see her?’ 
‘To talk to? New Year’s Eve, in the afternoon. I’d left a message on her mobile. There’s a concert I’d like 
to go to in a couple of weeks. I asked if she’d be able to babysit. She called in to say that’d be fine.’ ‘How 
did she seem?’ ‘Well. As animated as I’d known her. Quite forthcoming. She said she was going into 
Lerwick with her friend to see in the new year.’ ‘Which friend?’ ‘She didn’t say, but I presumed it would 
be Sally Henry. She lives at the school. They’d seemed to know around together.’ ‘And that was the last 
time you saw her?’ ‘To speak to, yes. But I did see her yesterday. She got off the lunchtime bus. She walked 




The police came to Magnus at the only moment in that day when he wasn’t looking out for them. He was 
in the bathroom when they knocked at the door. His mother had got Georgie Sanderson to build a bathroom 
at the back of the house. It was when Georgie’s leg was so bad that he couldn’t go to the fishing any more. 
A sort of favour, because he hated being idle and she would pay him for the work. Georgie was practical 
kind of man, but there would have been better people to ask. The bath had never fitted properly against the 
wall. The light had fused soon after Magnus’s mother died and Magnus had never bothered getting it fixed. 
What would be the point? He shaved in the sink by the kitchen and he could see the toilet from the light in 
the bedroom. He’d been aware for some time of the need to relieve himself, but he’d not been able to leave 
his post at the window. More people had arrived. Constables in uniform. A tall man in a suit. An untidy 
chap had gone up to the young woman sitting in Henry’s Land Rover and taken her away in his car. Magnus 
hope she wasn’t in the room with the shiny walls in the police station. At last he hadn’t been able to put off 
the visit to the bathroom any longer, and it was in that moment, when he was standing there, like a peerie 
boy, with his trousers and his pants round his ankles, because he’d been in too much of  hurry to fiddle with 
zips and flies, that the knock came. He was thrown into a panic. ‘Just wait,’ he shouted. He was in 
midstream. There was nothing he could do about it. ‘I’ll be there in just a minute.’ He finished at last and 
pulled on his pants and his trousers all in one go. The trousers had an elasticated waist. Now that he was 
decent again the panic began to subside. When Magnus went back to the kitchen the man was still waiting 
outside. Magnus could see him through the window. He was standing quite patiently. He hadn’t even 
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opened the door into the porch. It was the scruffy-looking man who had driven away the young woman. He 
couldn’t have taken her all the way into Lerwick then. Maybe just up to the house by the chapel. Magnus 
though the police probably dealt differently with women. Magnus opened the door and stared at the man. 
He didn’t know him. He didn’t live round here. He didn’t look like anyone Magnus knew, so he probably 
didn’t have relatives round here either. ‘Whar’s du fae?’ He demanded. It was what came into his head. If 
he’d have thought about it, he’d have use different words, as he had with the girls, so if this stranger had 
come from the south he would have understood. But it seemed he understood anyway. ‘Fae fair Isle,’ the 
man said, echoing the rhythm of Magnus’s words. Then, after a beat, ‘Originally, I trained in Aberdeen and 
now I’m working out of Lerwick.’ He held out his hand. ‘My name’s Perez.’ ‘That’s a strange kind of name 
for a Fair Isle man.’ Perez smiled but didn’t explain. Still Magnus didn’t take the hand. The old man was 
thinking he’d never been to Fair Isle. There was no roll-on roll-off ferry even now. The trip took three hours 
in the mail boat from Grutness, the harbour in the south close to the airport. He’d seen pictures once of the 
island. It had a big craig on the east side. The minister who’d lived in the house next to the chapel had been 
preacher on Fair Isle. There’d been a slide show in the community hall and Magnus had gone with his 
mother. But he couldn’t remember any more details. ‘What like is it there?’ he asked. ‘I like it fine.’ ‘Why 
did you leave then?’ ‘Oh you know. There’s not an awful lot of work.’ Magnus saw the hand then and 
reached out and shook it. ‘You’d best come in,’ he said. He looked past Perez down the bank and saw a 
constable in uniform staring up at him. ‘Come away in,’ he said, more urgently. Perez had to stoop to get 
through the door and once he was inside the room, he seemed to fill it. ‘Sit down,’ Magnus said. It made 
him nervous, seeing this tall man towering over him. He pulled out a chair from the table and waited for 
Perez to take it. He’d been expecting the police to come to his house all morning and now he didn’t know 
what to say. He didn’t know what to think. ‘Sit down.’ It was the raven. It stuck its beak through the bars 
of the cage and repeated the words, running them into each other. ‘Sitdownsitdownsitdownsit.’ Magnus 
took an old jersey and threw it over the cage. He was afraid the interruption would make the policeman 
angry. But Perez seemed only amused. ‘Did you teach it to do that? I didn’t know ravens could speak.’ 
‘They’re clever birds.’ Magnus could feel the smile appearing, could do nothing about it. He turned his 
head, hoping it would go away of its own free will. ‘Did you see the ravens down the hill this morning?’ 
‘There’re always there,’ Magnus said. ‘There’s been a death. A young girl.’ ‘Catherine.’ He couldn’t help 
it. Like the daft grin, the words had come out despite his efforts to stop them. Tell them nothing his mother 
had said. Her last words to him when the two policemen came to take him into Lerwick all that time ago. 
You’ve done nothing, so tell them nothing. ‘How did you know she was dead, Magnus?’ Perez was speaking 
very clearly and very slowly. ‘How did you know it was Catherine who was on the hill?’ Magnus shook 
his head. Tell them nothing. ‘Did you see what happened to her down there? Did you see how she died?’ 
Magnus looked wildly around him. ‘Perhaps you saw the ravens and wondered what had disturbed them.’ 
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‘Yes,’ he said gratefully. ‘And you went out to look?’ ‘Yes,’ Magnus nodded violently. ‘Why didn’t you 
tell the police, Magnus?’ ‘She was already dead. I couldn’t have saved her.’ ‘But the police should have 
been told.’ ‘There’s no phone in the house. How could I tell you?’ ‘One of your neighbours would have a 
phone. You could have asked them to call for you.’ ‘They don’t speak to me.’ There was a silence. 
Underneath the jersey the raven scratched and scuffled. ‘When did you see her?’ Perez asked. ‘What time 
was it when you went down the hill to look?’ ‘After the bairns had gone into school. I heard the bell as I 
left the house.’ Magnus thought that was a clever answer. His mother wouldn’t have minded him telling 
that. There was another pause while Perez wrote up some words in a notebook. At last he looked up. ‘How 
long have you lived here on your own, Magnus?’ ‘Since my mother died.’ ‘When was that?’ Magnus tried 
to find an answer. How many years would it have been? He couldn’t guess. ‘Agnes died too,’ he said, so 
he wouldn’t have to work out the number of years in his head. ‘Who was Agnes?’ ‘She was my sister. She 
caught the whooping cough. It was more bad that anyone realized. She was ten.’  He shut his mouth tight. 
It was none of the policeman’s business. ‘It must have been lonely here, after your mother died.’ Magnus 
didn’t answer. ‘You’d be glad for some company.’ Still he said nothing. ‘Catherine was a friend of yours, 
wasn’t she?’ ‘Yes,’ Magnus said. ‘A friend.’ ‘You met her yesterday on the bus from town.’ ‘She’d been 
to a party.’ ‘A party?’ Perez said. ‘All night? Are you sure?’ Had she? That was right, wasn’t it? Magnus 
had to think about it. He couldn’t remember. She hadn’t said much at all. ‘She looked tired,’ he said. ‘She’d 
stayed out all night. I think she said it was a party.’ ‘How was she dressed?’ ‘Not in fancy clothes,’ Magnus 
admitted, ‘but then they don’t dress up much for going out these days.’ ‘When you went out to look at her 
on the hill you’d have seen what she was wearing. Had she changed since you saw her yesterday?’ ‘I don’t 
think so.’ Then he wondered if he should have given a different answer, if the question had been a trick. ‘I 
remember the red scarf.’ ‘Did she tell you where the party was?’ ‘She didn’t say. She didn’t notice me then. 
Only later when we both got off the bus together.’ ‘How did she seem?’ Perez asked. ‘Tired, I said.’ ‘But 
sad tired or happy tired?’ ‘She came into the house,’ Magnus said suddenly. ‘For tea.’ There was a silence. 
Magnus knew he’d made a mistake. He continued quickly, ‘She wanted to take my photo. For a project. 
She wanted to come.’ ‘Did she take the photo?’ ‘She took several.’ ‘Had she been in the house before?’ 
Perez asked. He didn’t seem troubled by what Magnus had told him. There was no fuss, no threat, no 
outrage. ‘New Year’s Eve. Catherine and Sally. They were on their way home. They saw the light and 
called in to wish me a happy new year.’ ‘Sally?’ ‘Sally Henry, the teacher’s lass.’ ‘But yesterday Catherine 
was on her own?’ ‘On her own. Yes.’ ‘Did she stay long?’ ‘She took some cake,’ Magnus said. ‘A cup of 
tea.’ ‘So she wasn’t here all afternoon?’ ‘No. Not long.’ ‘What time was it, when she left?’ ‘I can’t say for 
sure.’ Perez looked around the room. ‘That’s a fine clock.’ ‘It belonged to my mother.’ ‘It keeps good 
time?’ ‘I check it with the wireless every night.’ ‘You’d have noticed what time the girl left, surely. The 
clock, sitting there on the shelf. You’d have glanced at it when she went out. It would be automatic.’ Magnus 
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opened his mouth to speak, but the words wouldn’t come out. His thoughts seemed frozen, sluggish. ‘I 
don’t remember,’ he said at last. ‘Was it light when she left you?’ ‘Oh yes, it was still light.’ ‘Because this 
time of the year it gets dark so early …’ Perez paused, looked towards Magnus as if expecting him to change 
his mind. When there was no response he continued, ‘Where was she going?’ ‘Home.’ ‘Did she say that 
was where she was going?’ ‘No, but that was the direction she was headed in. to that house halfway down 
the bank where the building work was done. The one with all the glass at the front. She lives there.’ ‘Did 
you see her go in?’ Was that another trick? Magnus looked at the policeman. He became aware that his 
mouth was open and he shut it. ‘It’d only be natural,’ Perez said. ‘You’d watch her go down the hill, 
wouldn’t you? Nothing wrong with watching a pretty young lass anyway. But you must spend a lot of time 
sitting here looking at the view. This weather, there isn’t much else to do.’ ‘Yes,’ Magnus said. ‘I saw her 
go in.’ They sat. the silence lasted for such a long time that Magnus wondered if that was it, if the policeman 
would go now and leave him alone. Suddenly he wasn’t even sure that was what he wanted. ‘Would you 
like some tea?’ he asked. He frowned, imagining how it would be in the house, with the policeman gone, 
and only the noise of the raven calling from the hill outside. ‘Yes,’ Perez said. ‘Tea would be fine.’ Neither 
of them spoke until the tea was made and they were sitting together back at the table. ‘Eight years ago,’ 
Perez said, ‘a girl went missing. She was younger than Catherine, but not that much younger. Catriona, she 
was called. Did you know her, Magnus?’ Magnus wanted to shut his eyes to shut out the question, but he 
knew that if he did, he’d imagine himself back in the police station with the fist pulling back from his face, 
the taste of blood in his mouth. He stared into space. ‘You did know her, didn’t you Magnus? She came to 
visit you for tea too. Like Catherine. She was very bonny, I hear.’ ‘She was never found,’ Magnus said. He 
tried to compose the muscles in his jaw to stop the dreadful smile. He fixed his lips tight shut and 




Perez drove back to Lerwick after leaving Magnus Tait’s house. He wanted to talk to Catherine’s father 
and knew that the man was still at the high school. There might not be much he could do at this stage – the 
man would be in shock – but it seemed respectful to introduce himself and explain the procedures. He 
couldn’t imagine what it must be like to lose a child. Not really. Sarah, his wife, had had a miscarriage, and 
that for a while had seemed like the end of the world. He’d tried not to show how much it hurt him. He 
hadn’t wanted Sarah to feel that he loved her any less, or blamed her for the loos of the baby. Of course it 
had been himself he’d blamed. Himself and the weight of his family’s expectations. He’d felt that almost 
physically, pictured it as a crushing pressure, which made it impossible for the baby to survive. It would 
have been a boy. The pregnancy had been sufficiently advanced for them to know that. There would have 
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been another Perez to carry on the family line. Perhaps he’d played the role too skilfully. Perhaps Sarah 
had thought he really didn’t care. Though surely she must have known him well enough to realize it was an 
act for her benefit. It was from the miscarriage that he charted the breakdown of his marriage. Sarah grew 
grey and distant. He spent more time at work. When she told him she was leaving, it was almost a relief. 
He couldn’t bear to see her looking so miserable. Now she was married to a GP and living somewhere in 
the Borders. It seemed she’d had no problem conceiving with her new partner. There were already three 
children and the Christmas card – it had been a very civilized divorce and they still kept in touch – informed 
him there was another baby on the way. He imagined her sometimes living in one of those solid county 
houses he’d glimpsed from the train south. He’d see her in a kitchen which looked out over the woods and 
a meadow. She’d be giving the kids their tea, a baby on her hip, laughing. Not being part of that seemed a 
sort of bereavement. Bad enough. What must it be like for Catherine’s father to lose a real child? Euan Ross 
was sitting in the head teacher’s office, on an easy chair, next to a round coffee table. This would be where 
the head would sit when he came out from behind the desk to put anxious parents or nervous students at 
ease. The female uniformed officer beside him looked as if she longed to be somewhere else. Anywhere 
else. Ross was an angular man in his mid-forties, greying. When he saw Perez, he reached into his pocket 
for a pair of spectacles. He wore dark trousers, a jacket and tie, everything smart, too smart for most of the 
teachers Perez had come across. If he hadn’t known, Perez would have put him down as a lawyer or 
accountant. There was a tea tray on the table. It was untouched and looked as if it had been there some time. 
Perez introduced himself. ‘I want to see my daughter,’ Ross said. ‘I’ve tried to explain how important that 
is.’ ‘Of course. But I’m afraid that will be later. No one is allowed to disturb her now. We have to preserve 
the crime scene.’ Ross had been sitting very upright, but now he collapsed and put his head in his hands. ‘I 
can’t believe it. Not until I see her.’ He looked up. ‘I was with my wife when she died. She’d been ill for 
months and we’d been expecting it. But even then I couldn’t quite believe it. I kept expecting her to turn 
her head and see me and smile.’ Perez didn’t know what to say, so he kept quiet. ‘How did Catherine die?’ 
Ross asked. ‘No one will tell me anything.’ He looked at the policewoman. She pretended not to hear. ‘We 
believe she was strangled,’ Perez said. ‘We’ll know more when the team from Inverness arrives. They have 
more experience of serious crime than we do.’ ‘Who would want to kill her?’ He didn’t seem to be expecting 
an answer, but Perez took advantage of the question. ‘We’re hoping you’ll have the information to help us 
discover that. There isn’t anyone who comes immediately to mind? A boyfriend she recently dumped? 
Anyone who might be jealous, angry?’ ‘No. At least there might be, but I’m not the person to ask. You’d 
think we’d be close. There are only the two of us after all. But she didn’t confide in me, Inspector. I know 
very little of what she got up to. We lived under the same roof, but sometimes I thought we were strangers.’ 
‘I suppose that’s how it is with teenagers,’ Perez said. ‘They resent their parents’ prying.’ Though how 
would I know? I don’t have children and when I was that age I was boarding out at the hostel. I’d have 
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love to have my parents to talk to every night. ‘But you’ll be able to give me the names of her friends. 
They’ll be able to help.’ There was a moment of silence before Ross answered. ‘I’m not sure Catherine was 
very close to anybody. She didn’t need people. Liz, my wife, was very different. She had so many friends. 
At her funeral the church was packed, people standing in the back, people I’d never met but who felt close 
to her, touched by her warmth. I don’t know who’ll come when we bury Catherine. Not many people.’ The 
statement almost took Perez’s breath away. It seemed such a sad and chilling thing to say. He wondered if 
that was how it had always been. If Catherine had always been compared to Euan’s wife and been found 
wanting. ‘Didn’t she hand around with Sally Henry?’ he said at last. ‘The teacher’s daughter? Yes, she did. 
They came into the school bus together. I didn’t usually bring Catherine in. I leave the house too early and 
get back too late for her.’ He gave a little smile which made Perez at last feel some sympathy for him. 
‘Besides, it wouldn’t have been very cool, would it? Getting a lift with you Dad? Sally was often in the 
house. I was pleased that Catherine had the company. I’m not sure though how close they were.’ ‘Had she 
a regular boyfriend since you moved to Shetland?’ ‘I don’t think she’s ever had a regular boyfriend,’ Ross 
said. ‘And I’m not sure I’d know about it if she had.’ Perez left him in the head’s office, staring into space. 
He couldn’t tell if it was his daughter Ross was grieving for or his wife. Outside the school he looked down 
at the familiar town. He’d moved back to Shetland after Sarah had left. He’d seen it as a failure, an act of 
running away. It had been a sort of promotion, but it wasn’t real policing, was it? That was what his 
colleagues in Aberdeen had said. A bit young for retirement, aren’t you, Jimmy lad? After losing the baby 
and separating from Sarah, he hadn’t really cared. The big cases hadn’t excited him any more. He’d stopped 
caring about the glory. And now he had a big case on his own patch and he felt something of the old thrill. 
Nothing to make a song and dance about just yet. But something stirring in his guts so he felt a bit more 
alive. The possibility of getting it right. 
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